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Foreword

Your authors, Daniel Reardon and David Wright, consider the emergence and development of digital role-playing games (DRPG) in the late twentieth and early twenty-first century. This book can be associated with a growing wave of criticism and commentary concerned with the history of video games. Some noteworthy works in this movement include Carly A. Kocurek’s Coin-Operated Americans: Rebooting Boyhood in the Video Game Arcade (2015), Timothy J. Welsh’s Mixed Realism: Videogames and the Violence of Fiction (2016), and Michael Z. Newman’s Atari Age: The Emergence of Videogames in America (2017). Dan and David contribute to the field by establishing a bright line trajectory for the DRPG’s development across several decades. Their effort is informative and uncovers new ground for broader considerations of video games as objects that shape and are shaped by social developments.

This text is a thoroughly accomplished contribution to scholarly considerations of video games. Dan and David’s arguments can be used to consider and reconsider scholarship on games and gaming, and they can also be used as models for future work. This book has exceptional relevance, for example, for what at this writing looks like an approaching stormfront on the discipline’s horizon: namely, the question of how the history of gaming might be aligned with productive considerations of identity and its significance to the player’s acts of play. This question is poised to shape the discipline for the foreseeable future, and Dan and David’s arguments indicate how scholars might move into and navigate this new and uncertain space.

The authors’ affection for and expertise with role-playing games is evident throughout this book. If you are familiar with such games, you already know how relevant so-called Dungeon Masters are for players. In the hands of an expert Dungeon Master, new players as well as experienced veterans can find equal enjoyment in a quest. Your authors have written a book that is as inviting for those who are new to the field of Game Studies as it is for students and scholars who have been working in this area for quite some time. This fact should be noted, underlined, and maybe circled twice. This is because, at the time of this writing, Game Studies is a field that has been pushing relentlessly against its own horizons for several decades. The work has been significant, and often illuminating, but it has also been designed primarily for experts by experts. Dan and David are part of a larger movement of experts speaking to everyone. This alone is noteworthy; but the fact that they are doing so while participating in a larger project of historicizing video games makes this book all the more relevant to our time and, one assumes, the future.

In a moment, you will move into and through this gateway to Game Studies that Dan and David have constructed. But before you do, I want to talk about the gateway itself: where did it come from? And how did it get here? Like many academic disciplines, Game Studies can trace its intellectual foundations into the ancient past. However, for now let it suffice to say that Game Studies as you will come to understand it has its origins in the final decades of the twentieth century, when rapid advances in computational technologies led to broad conversations about video games and the stories they tell, which led in turn to conversations about the video game form, and then to conversations about the significance of the player and his or her experiences with video games. Sometimes these conversations have been polite, and sometimes they have devolved into shouting matches. But more often than not they have been polite, and instructive, and revelatory. While key figures have emerged in the conversations so far, it would be misleading for me to rattle off a list of definitive scholars, as the field is expanding so quickly that new and novel insights routinely threaten to outshine the leading lights that burst onto the scene only a short while ago. Or, to put it another way, imagine yourself in a new castle, a castle that is full of candles, many of which are lit—some of which are not, and as you look about now, you notice that some of the unlit candles are, suddenly, lit and illuminate other candles: other candles with wicks starting to glow.

But as any role-player knows, it’s one thing to be familiar with a scene or setting and quite another to know how to act in such a way so that the player becomes part of the scene, part of the unfolding world. Here, too, Dan and David are incredibly instructive. They model academic behaviors and attitudes that ensure not only that you, reader, will understand their arguments, but also that you will have the resources to continue your studies and delve deeper into this subject matter if you so choose. The book you hold is well-researched, its argument is considered and supported, and the scope is appropriate for the investigation at hand. In addition to these qualities, the book is an entertaining and engaging read—a feat that is too infrequently accomplished in academic texts, regardless of the discipline. I suspect that you will enjoy your time with this book for reasons other than those that relate to the simple acquisition of knowledge and a related broadening of perspective: you may find yourself, as I did, simply enjoying the authors’ informative point of view and tone.

However, before you move on, there is at least one other related reason why this book is an important contribution to its field. Game Studies matters because people matter. Game Studies is an extended reflection on how people spend their time participating in digital cultures. To the extent that our lives are increasingly defined by digital experiences, the need to understand these experiences and their implications for everyday life is becoming increasingly urgent. Texts such as this one work to demystify our “gaming” so that we understand its broader cultural contexts. One of the key insights in this work relates to the question of whether or not players are in a position to express their desires for play to the corporations that create and produce video games. Dan and David will show you the essential contexts for such conversations as they have developed over the last several decades. For many readers, this history will be personal because they lived through it and its definitive controversies. In this way, the book’s value extends into the lived experiences of readers, and gives shape to their past, a shape that is by turn illuminating and startling. All told, the book you are about to read approaches what is, as far as I can tell, the central question that keeps the life blood flowing through Game Studies, and that question is: What have we been doing with our time, anyway?

Dan and David have an answer.

Adam Crowley, PhD, Professor of English at Husson University. 
Author of The Wealth of Virtual Nations: 
Videogame Currencies (2017)



Introduction: RPGs and the Explosion of Technical Content

The Game That Started It All

The original printed rules in 1974 for Dungeons and Dragons (D&D) by E. Gary Gygax and Dave Arneson bears little resemblance to the free-flowing interactive narrative that we now recognize as the role-playing game (RPG). In the rulebook’s Foreword, Gygax begins with an oddly and esoterically insular description of the miniatures wargaming group founded in Wisconsin by fellow author Dave Arneson, followed immediately by Gygax’s suggestions regarding materials needed to play D&D. Gygax in fact suggests that players use miniature figurines to play D&D, because “their occasional employment is recommended for real spectacle when battles are fought” (1974: i). In this first, now iconic, rulebook, Gygax and Arneson cannot yet extricate themselves from the idea of tabletop wargames using miniature figurines, a sort of chess game on steroids using toy soldiers instead of pawns and rooks, and usually sporting a much larger rules system than chess—thus no less complex than the ancient game of kings. Gygax and Arneson’s concept of D&D therefore seems less like a glorious invention and more like an addendum to their miniatures game Chainmail (1968).

In fact, D&D’s creators struggled to identify just what game they had created. In Gygax’s 1977–8 update of D&D, which he and Arneson renamed Advanced Dungeons and Dragons, rules editor Mike Carr doesn’t ever really get around to defining the RPG in his preface to the Monster Manual (1977), first of the three books in the revised game. Instead, Carr begins with lavish praise of the game’s interactive nature and burgeoning popularity: “As time goes on, the D & D phenomenon shows no sign of subsiding—indeed, the popularity of DUNGEONS AND DRAGONS continues to grow and grow” (Gygax 1977: 2). Carr is equally effusive in his opening statements for the Player’s Handbook Foreword:


Players, players, and more players—that’s what comprises the D&D phenomenon. And phenomenal is what it is, as the audience for this, the granddaddy of all role-playing games, continues to expand. (Gygax 1978: 2)


Carr continues in this vein for the rest of the Player’s Handbook Foreword, including a now rather cringe-worthy acknowledgment from Carr that “D&D players, happily, come in all shapes and sizes, and even a fair number of women are counted among those who regularly play the game” (1978: 2). Clearly, D&D began as a male-dominated hobby; it had yet to discover its own inherently inclusive nature despite Carr’s enthusiastic tribute to the expanding number of D&D players.

The same year that Gygax’s company TSR, Inc. published the AD&D Monster’s Manual, the company also published a rewritten, reedited, and reorganized version of Gygax and Arneson’s original rules by John Eric Holmes, a freelance writer contracted by TSR. At last, in this revised version of the original game, Holmes defined D&D as


a fantastic, exciting, and imaginative game of role playing for adults 12 years and up. Each player creates a character or characters who may be dwarves, elves, halflings or human fighting men, magic-users, pious clerics or wily thieves. The characters are then plunged into an adventure in a series of dungeons, tunnels, secret rooms and caverns run by another player: the referee, often called the Dungeon Master. (Gygax and Arneson 1977: 5)


Even this more substantial description doesn’t quite explain what an RPG is. The intention here is not to arrive at that definition, but rather to illustrate early attempts to use technical material to explicate concepts for what is often touted as a technical material-free game. RPGs exist within an aura of the improvised and the impromptu; the Dungeon Master (DM) or Game Master (DM) ideally contrives a setting, and raison d’être for players to join together in an adventure using a character they’ve created, which we’ll call player-characters.1 Ostensibly, all this could be done using only the DM and players’ imaginations and communication skills. Over four decades of RPG publications suggest otherwise. As the RPG entertainment industry has grown, the proliferation of technical content used to explain, illustrate, instruct, describe, review, and critique has also exponentially grown, so that now the sheer volume of technical content about RPGs threatens to dwarf the games themselves. Then just as the RPG industry was coming to terms with the sheer volume of its print content, it would find itself on a head-on collision with the digital revolution—and a sea change in how RPG technical content would be delivered.

PCs Shrink the World

In 1990, only about 15 percent of US households contained a personal computer (PC). By the decade’s end, that number would more than double, to nearly 35 percent in 1997 (US Bureau of Labor Statistics 1999). Among college graduates, over half in 1999 owned a PC or Mac (US Bureau of Labor Statistics 1999). In 2011, that number more than doubled again; 75.6 percent of all US households by that time owned a computer (File 2013). Coinciding with the proliferation of PCs in US households was the development of online communities where like-minded individuals could share common interests. Among the first of these early social networks were MUDs, or Multi-User Dungeons, where RPG enthusiasts would post RPG adventures they’d written, discuss rules systems, and engage in text-based, email-delivered game sessions (Edosomwan et al. 2011).

The PC

Although digital computer games were created long before then, 1977 marks the birth of the PC game industry. In that year, Ed Roberts sold his company Micro Instrumentation Telemetry Systems (MITS) to Pertec, a computer memory storage company. In the early 1970s, Roberts had shifted from the calculator manufacturing market, which had tanked when Texas Instruments began building cases for their own chips (Swaine and Freiberger 2014), to minicomputers, or microcomputers as they were then called. Roberts had made a deal with Intel to buy their 8080 microchip in bulk; then MITS would build a box to house the unit, which could be used in binary operations by operating two switches on the Altair’s box front. And thus, the Altair was born—the world’s first PC.

Roberts’s two employees who had written the first programming language for the Altair—Paul Allen and Bill Gates—had left MITS the previous year to found their own company, Microsoft. By then, computer manufacturing competition was exploding; Roberts knew when he had to get out of the business. But the Pertec deal didn’t include remuneration to Allen and Gates for BASIC, the programming language they had designed. Allen and Gates sued, won, and used the judgment funds to move Microsoft from California, where MITS was based, to Allen and Gates’s home state of Washington. By 1982, Allen had left Microsoft to focus on treatment for his Hodgkin’s disease, and Gates was fully in charge. Their programming language had fostered a software explosion, which in turn created increasingly sophisticated games for the PC.

Also by 1977, Steve Jobs and Stephen Wozniak had created in Jobs’s garage a PC with a keyboard and screen—the Apple. Commodore also released their PET machine, and Tandy unveiled the TRS-80, both of which mimicked the Apple in design. And at a Best Buy in Southern California, employee Richard Garriott created Temple of Akalabeth (1980), and without knowing it began the era of digital role-playing games (DRPGs). Since then, annual gross sales of digital games surpassed 100 billion US dollars in 2016—the most recent year of published records. The digital games industry has far outstripped television in annual revenue (Graham 2017), and may one day challenge theatrical-release movies as the highest-grossing entertainment media in the world. To illustrate the scope of digital games’ reach, consider that the highest-grossing film of all time adjusted for inflation is director George Cukor’s Gone with the Wind (1939), at an estimated $1,685,052,200 by today’s standards (Schrodt 2016). In contrast, Rockstar Games’ Grand Theft Auto 5 (2013) grossed $1 billion in sales after just over three days on the market (Goldfarb 2013).

Digital games’ enormous profit potential has also increased the stakes for what are now commonly referred to as AAA games—those digital games made by the industry’s largest studios (Usher 2012). The industry’s AAA digital games studios, which employs anywhere between 180 people (Bethesda Softworks) and 13,000 (Ubisoft), now operate with budgets in the millions, with production costs also in the millions. As of 2021, the year of this book’s completion, AAA game design has become something of a zero-sum game. With budgets in the tens of millions, companies are one critical review away from financial catastrophe. And when a game is released, it subjects itself to the mercy of the Metacritic score—that aggregate 100-scale number that largely determines the success or failure of entertainment media. Reaching fans, keeping fans, and pleasing fans have also become infinitely more complex during the internet age. How game companies acquire their players, get them playing a company’s games, and keep them loyal through the next game release—these are the challenges we will analyze in this book.

What You’ll Find in These Pages

Technical Communication and the Digital Role-Playing Game will operate in three ways—as a chronicle, as a series of three case studies, and as an analysis of the oldest mass-marketed digital game genre—the RPG. As technical communicators, we are fascinated by the ways in which game companies use digital channels to achieve success—and that success means people who play those companies’ games. The internet is of course unequivocally the dominant channel through which the sender (the game company) sends the message (the game) to the receiver (the player). In this book, we will chart the ways in which game companies have used technical content to gain players, transform those players into fans, and keep those fans loyal. That is, when fans approve of a game’s technical content. We will also chart the ways in which technical content loses fans, angers fans, and creates backlash that threaten entire companies. To highlight this process, we will chronicle the rise of three game companies that have developed into industry behemoths in the DRPG industry: Bethesda, located in Rockville Maryland; BioWare, from Edmonton, Alberta Canada; and CD Projekt Red (CDPR) in Warsaw, Poland. Each of these companies has changed the course of the DRPG industry in unique ways through blockbuster games that sold millions of copies and produced lucrative game franchises. All three of these companies have also experienced setbacks as well as questionable business and creative decisions that at the time of writing this book had left the companies in uncertain territory, and needing to reconnect with their fans while reforging loyalties. 

The digital gaming world is vast and nearly limitless. From small, indie developers to AAA games, from simple mobile games like Candy Crush, Angry Birds, or good ole’ Solitaire, to mega-franchises like Activision’s Call of Duty, Electronic Arts’ (EA) Madden titles, or Blizzard’s reigning multiplayer monarch, World of Warcraft, a comprehensive analysis of technical communication practices in the digital game industry is far beyond the scope of our book. Instead, by tracing the histories of Bethesda, BioWare, and CDPR—what we’ll call for purposes of this book the “Big Three”—and by examining how each company has used technical communication to create and maintain the all-important fanbase, our goal is to create a model of analysis that can be used to view the rises, successes, failures, and falls of other digital game companies and their games. In each chapter, we will describe the most important milestones in each of the Big Three’s company histories, and the games in which each company developed innovations in their use of technical content to attract and keep fans. Often, these methods were successful beyond the expectations of the Big Three’s owners, CEOs, producers, and designers.2 And in the case of all three companies, their misuse of technical communication—or the absence of its use at all—have brought each company to a crossroads in 2021.

In each chapter, we’ll weave our analysis of technical communication in each of the Big Three’s major games throughout our history of the companies and our descriptions of the companies’ games. This book therefore isn’t precisely academic, but it’s not exactly a breezy narrative history either. We hope that both scholars and casual readers—especially those who play and love DRPGs—will find this book always engaging, on occasion surprising, but most importantly useful. In the universe of interactive narratives that exist in digital games, the RPG stands as perhaps the most intriguing because of the genre’s roots in D&D back in 1974, and because of the way that in their very nature DRPGs connect players in the development, continuation, and immersion of story through the use of technical content. In each chapter we’ll describe the most important games that the Big Three have released, and we’ll make some connections about technical content in all these games that defines the DRPG genre: character creation, weapons and armor (which we’ll also call “dress-up”), loot, and interesting non-player-characters (NPCs).

Character creation is central to the entire RPG genre. In every DRPG, players control an in-game avatar, or player-character. Of paramount importance during the genre’s early years was the opportunity to customize player-avatars in many of the same ways that players did with D&D (Hart 2017; Lin 2013; Sanford and Madel 2007). Early in the history of DRPGs, about all players could ever change was their player-character’s name (Barton and Stacks 2019: 7). But as computers became more sophisticated and DRPGs advanced with them, character creation became an indispensable aspect of the genre. Rarely, as was the case with CDPR’s first series of games or Square Enix’s Final Fantasy (Vorhees 2009) series, players were required to assume the identity of a preestablished character, created by the game’s designers with a specific name, appearance, and attributes. Bethesda and BioWare, however, increased character customization with each game they released; in recent years, player-characters in Bethesda and BioWare games have been completely customizable, with robust, minutely detailed options for character body types and facial features. Just as it is with pen-and-paper RPGs, character creation is the first step for players in making the game their own (Mendelmanet al. 2019; Lankoski 2011).

Attire defines how a player-character looks—what she’s3 wearing in the game. Almost as important as character creation, attire visually defines a character in a game, and also represents a player’s in-game progression (Besmann 2012; Mannien 2003; Beasley and Collins Standley 2002). As players complete quests during a DRPG, they expect to acquire clothing, armor, and weapons that are not only aesthetically pleasing—the gear has to look good—but, more important, that these also improve their character’s skills and abilities in the game, particularly during combat sequences. Just as in RPGs, in DRPGs players expect low-quality attire early in the game; powerful weapons and overly protective armor are considered OP—“overpowered.” Increasingly powerful gear, however, demarcates a player-character’s advancement in the game; it’s a visual representation of what the player (and her in-game character) has achieved (Tanenbaum and Bizzocchi 2009; Consalvo 2007).

A significant aspect of attire is weapons and armor for tactical combat in DRPGs—those moments in the game where the player-character engages enemies (usually generated by the computer’s artificial intelligence, or AI). Tactical combat seems to separate DRPGs from other narrative-based games (Arsenault 2009; Simons 2007). For instance, Sam Barlow’s 2015 game Her Story is a narrative of sorts, but it does not feature the four types of technical content that we’ll describe in this book. Strictly speaking, Her Story is not a DRPG. Telltale’s Batman series (2016) may be closer in technical content to a DRPG, but not by much; players don’t get to change Bruce Wayne’s or Batman’s weapons and armor, and they aren’t allowed to customize Batman’s appearance or abilities. And players of Batman: The Telltale Series don’t collect loot.

Loot is anything in a game that players can acquire to either sell—and buy better gear—or wear in addition to clothing and armor. Loot can be money; jewelry; potions and elixirs; ammunition like arrows, throwing daggers, or pistol clips; or weapon and armor upgrades, like a rifle scope or a fancy sword hilt that increases a sword’s effectiveness. Like weapons and armor, loot can mean increased player-character status in the game world, both within the story or among other players in multiplayer online games. By nature and by terminology, loot is monetized (Crowley 2017). It can be sold to buy weapons and armor or to buy different loot, or it can be monetized itself by the game’s designers, in what are commonly called loot boxes. To provide another source of revenue from a game, particularly in multiplayer online games, players often pay for in-game crates or treasure chests—the aforementioned loot boxes—that contain weapons and armor or loot. The higher the price of the loot box, the better the loot.

The last type of technical content we’ll discuss in this book is what we’ll call “Interesting NPCs,” using a title we’ve borrowed from Kris Takahashi’s mod for Bethesda’s 2011 game Skyrim.4 In a pen-and-paper RPG, characters in the game world not controlled by the game’s players are called—rather obviously—non-player-characters, or NPCs. Just as an RPG’s value is, rightly or wrongly, determined by the technical content a game’s designers produce for character creation, attire, and loot, NPCs function as technical content because they exist to provide the game’s players with information. This info can further develop a game’s narrative, provide exposition regarding the game world’s history, and initiate or continue quests (Pinchbeck 2009; Schulzke 2009; Lankoski and Björk 2007). Often, through dialogue with player-characters NPCs can engage in all of these activities during the same conversational encounter. In short, no matter how graphically detailed and visually stunning a DRPG game world is, without Interesting NPCs, the game world cannot exist. Or players won’t buy the game, as Bethesda discovered in 2018 with Fallout 76.

In Chapters 1–3, we trace the origin and development of Bethesda, BioWare, and CDPR—the Big Three—through their early years and first games, as well as how each company used traditionally nondigital methods of engaging and maintaining fans while making and publicizing their early games: Bethesda’s Elder Scrolls series (1994–Present) and BioWare’s Baldur’s Gate (1998–2001). Chapter 3 will end with the ascendance of Bethesda and BioWare as major players in the DRPG industry—but their best would be yet to come.

In Chapters 4–6, we chronicle the great successes of Bethesda and BioWare from 2005 to 2011, and the arrival of a new player in the DRPG industry—Marcin Iwiński and Michal Kiciński’s CDPR. While we step back a few years to describe Iwiński and Kiciński’s founding of their company during the time Bethesda was launching The Elder Scrolls: Arena, we then leap back to the release of their first game, The Witcher, in 2007. By then BioWare had two more successful titles: Star Wars: Knights of the Old Republic (2003) and Jade Empire (2005). Bethesda had released their huge hit Oblivion (2006), and BioWare was readying the first two games of what would become their mega-franchises: Mass Effect (2007–17) and Dragon Age (2009–Present). With each passing year, Bethesda and BioWare found new ways to engage their fans through a wide variety of technical content across digital channels—internet discussion boards, fan-created game content, fan-written and monitored game wikis, and innovative methods of immersing players in the games themselves through increasingly visual technical content.

Small leaks can sink a ship; that might be the takeaway for Bethesda and BioWare during the years 2012–19, which we analyze in Chapters 7–8. BioWare became mired in a fan-generated controversy regarding the third installment of the Mass Effect franchise in 2012, recovered beautifully with the Game of the Year awardee Dragon Age: Inquisition in 2014, and then sank right back into the quagmire with the poorly received games Mass Effect: Andromeda in 2017 and the disastrous launch of the company’s great gamble Anthem in 2019. Meanwhile, Bethesda continued to ride the crest of their perpetual blockbuster The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim (2011), rereleasing the game for upgraded Xbox and PlayStation consoles as well as for PC, and eventually launching a virtual-reality (VR) version of Skyrim in 2017.

Bethesda’s massive multiplayer online role-playing game (MMORPG) The Elder Scrolls Online (2014) was also something of a success. That was not quite so for Bethesda’s Fallout MMORPG Fallout 76 (2018), which is facing a continuous barrage of negative publicity and seemingly endless waves of fan backlash for the game’s shortcomings. The following year, it was as if BioWare had copied the recipe for failure with the launch of their MMORPG, Anthem (2019), which was equally met with harsh critical reprisals and fan disgust. During those turbulent years for Bethesda and BioWare, CDPR released The Witcher 2 (2011) to widespread acclaim, and then spent three years on their masterpiece: the peerlessly epic Witcher 3: The Wild Hunt, which likely forever changed the way DRPGs will be designed, marketed, launched, and supported. After just three games of increasingly superior quality, the little company from Poland became a game changer and a game shaper.

In our concluding chapter, we detail BioWare, Bethesda, and CDPR’s missteps with Anthem, Fallout 76, and Cyberpunk 2077 (2020), CDPR’s science fiction DRPG that experienced a predictably rocky launch after eight years of publicity hype previous to the game’s release. Each of the big three within a year of one another made the same mistakes in technical communication practices—and paid for those mistakes with a loss of fans’ trust. We also look ahead to what we believe will be the future of technical content in digital games,and we will also return to our scholarly roots as academics in calling for further research on the study of technical communication in digital games and in the digital games industry. The future of DRPGs is as limitless as it was when each of the Big Three was first developing games twenty-five to thirty years ago. But the digital content—the channel across which technical communication travels—has become increasingly complex and will exponentially grow in complexity as games become more complex. There will be rich and diverse technical content to explore in the future, and those of us who study, create, and are engaged by technical communication must be ready for the next waves and tsunamis of the DRPG industry.
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Birth of the DRPG

In the early days of digital role-playing games (DRPGs), game software companies attempted to recreate the Dungeons and Dragons (D&D) experience, and that meant paper—lots of paper to accompany games, including thick manuals, character journals, and maps. In this chapter, we’ll discuss the formation of Bethesda and BioWare, as well as how emerging technologies shaped both digital content in games and how that content was communicated to players, often using print materials that were nearly identical to what players would find in a pen-and-paper role-playing game (RPG). In effect, DRPGs have always been reliant on technical communication for player-game interaction. That dependence has morphed and evolved over time, but in the advent of the internet era, the transition from print to digital was anything but smooth.

The D&D Influence

To understand DRPGs, it’s important to understand their framework, and the initial goal of most DRPG developers: capture the essence of D&D, published by Wisconsin natives Gary Gygax and Dave Arneson in 1974. Gygax and Arneson developed D&D based on Chainmail, a small set of rules for tabletop war games using miniature figurines that Gygax had created with Jeff Perren, a hobby shop owner from Lake Geneva, Wisconsin, where Gygax also lived. Chainmail ran for only a few thousand copies, but was the runaway hit of Guidon Games, run by Don Lowry, who managed a small publishing and mail-order business from his home in Maine, and who had asked Gygax to write a publishable set of miniature wargaming rules for Guidon Games. Frustrated by Lowry’s inability to mass-print and market Chainmail after its profound but limited success, Gygax founded his own company, Tactical Studies Rules (TSR), with fellow games writer Don Kaye in 1973. Brian Blume, a fellow miniatures wargamer in Lake Geneva, provided financial support for TSR, and business was underway with Gygax and Arneson’s vision for D&D.

Unlike traditional paper-based games and board games, D&D introduced an element of chance that was altogether different in games—player agency. The game conceived by Gygax and Arneson allowed players to make choices that were not predefined by rules and structure. There was no game board, save those created by players, and the rules that did exist were largely present to quantify combat and character abilities in performing physical tasks.

Numbers are important in D&D—just in a different way than in traditional board games. When characters for the game are created, they are essentially a set of numbers. Ability scores for Strength, Intelligence, Wisdom, Dexterity, and Charisma are created by rolling dice. Those scores then control a player-character’s chances of doing all sorts of things, such as hitting an enemy with a sword or convincing and the chance that an innkeeper won’t tell the local guard captain about the player-character’s possibly nefarious exploits. In later editions of the game, those numerical scores were expanded to include all sorts of possible actions, from picking pockets to scaling a wall, and to include hundreds of magical items, spells, monsters, and potions. In short, if it could happen in a story, dice in D&D provided a degree of probability that it would happen in the game.

The beauty of D&D is that players, along with the group’s leader—the Dungeon Master (DM) or Game Master (GM)—create the game’s narrative while everyone plays the game. Unlike typical board games, which are often played in single sessions, D&D “campaigns,” as they are known among players, can stretch on for months. Players may meet for several hours at a time, quit, return, and then pick up the story at their next meeting. In addition, while typical games such as Monopoly constrain player action to a few choices, such as buying properties or apartments for those properties, no such limitations exist in the D&D world. As Ewalt (2013) described the difference between traditional board games and RPGs,


In a game of Clue, you are asked to solve a murder mystery but must do so by moving a token around a board and looking at playing cards. If Clue was played like D&D, you could grab the lead pipe, beat a confession out of Colonel Mustard, and have sex with Miss Scarlet on the desk in the conservatory. (8)


For those unfamiliar with the game, the DM is the referee. The DM’s job is to control play, and to control the actions of non-player-characters (NPCs)1 in the adventure—those characters who are part of the story but not controlled by players. The DM creates a setting, situations, and events that the players then react to. But players are not constrained in their actions; they merely declare what their character is going to do. This improvisational form of storytelling requires the DM to make on-the-fly adjustments to keep the game interesting and challenging. No script is required at all—just a little background information and a setting for the game’s narrative, both of which are traditionally supplied by the DM.

To assist fledgling DMs with creating adventures for their players, later in D&D’s development, Gygax and his staff of writers published playable adventures called “modules.” These modules lay out a script for DMs to follow, but ultimately that script can be managed, altered, and manipulated by the DM, and sometimes abandoned completely after a short time as players decide to go “off script.” In fact, a good DM can keep players entertained for hours by taking them through a single quest full of twists, turns, and quest objectives, regardless of what the players decide to do—which can literally be anything.

When computer programmers tried to emulate games like D&D for personal computers (PCs), they had a colossal challenge on their hands. How could they couple the technology of a video game with the unscripted action of an RPG? Digital games, of course, could produce graphic images and sound, and could give game players the ability to act on those stimuli. Players might not actually be able to swing a sword, but they could move a visible character (often called an avatar) and cause that character’s avatar to swing a sword. However, the freedom of choice that players so cherished in traditional RPGs would be a long time coming for their digital counterparts.

Emergent Narrative and Early DRPGs

Many players craved the visual and auditory stimuli that PCs promised, even during its infancy during the 1980s. Gygax had seen the visual and virtual future of RPGs, moving to Hollywood in 1982 when attempting to get D&D movies made. And although Gygax left TSR in 1982, his former company licensed its intellectual property (IP) to more than ten video games between 1980 and 1990. Still, a problem remained with the game adventures themselves. While in a traditional RPG the DM could easily improvise based upon player actions, early games were simply not capable of doing so. Nevertheless, several programmers tried—among them was Joseph Power, who wrote the code for Wizard’s Castle in 1979 and published it in several magazines. Anyone who wanted to play the game had to program Power’s code into their own computer (Barton and Stacks 2019: 67).

That same year, Steven Pederson and Sherwin Steffin released Space, a science fiction adventure for the Apple II computer. The following year, however, Richard Garriott, who had been creating D&D-inspired games on teletype machines, shifted to the Apple II computer with the hope of utilizing a more robust framework for his digital game ideas. Garriott created the code for his game that is widely considered as the dawn of the DRPG era. As a high-school student and while working at a Computerland in Houston, Texas, Garriott created Akabeleth, a rudimentary DRPG in which players kill a series of ten increasingly difficult monsters in a subterranean dungeon. Using ASCII characters to signify dungeon walls, items, and monsters, players pressed keyboard keys to traverse the dungeon and defeat each monster, whenever prompted to do so by the game.


[image: ]

Figure 1.1 Akabeleth gameplay.


The Computerland manager convinced Garriott that he could sell multiple copies of Akabeleth, and so Garriott spent $200 of his own money to package copies of the game in ziplock bags and sell them at the Computerland store. Soon the California Pacific Computer Company in Davis, California, sent Garriott an offer to publish the game after the company’s owners had gotten a hold of an Akabeleth copy. Garriott agreed, and a year later California Pacific published Garriott’s game Ultima, which widened the scope of Akabeleth. Garriott created an entire world for Ultima, which players explored as they engaged on a quest to defeat Mondain, an evil wizard determined to conquer the world. As in Akabeleth, Garriott created for Ultima a character named Lord British, an avatar of Garriott himself, based on a nickname that other teenagers had called him at a 1977 summer camp. In each of the eventual ten Ultima games, which were published from 1981 to 1999, Lord British appears as an advisor and guide for players as they engage in each game’s quests.

The Ultima series and its numerous competitors which emerged in the 1980s shared a restrictive similarity: each one relied on a linear quest that players were required to complete in a specific order. The vital feature of D&D, namely its evolving, often improvised, and wholly cooperative narrative, was beyond the reach of these early games and their developers. DRPG designers for Apple II, Commodore, and early PCs had not yet devised a way for integrating player choice into their games, or what Mateas and Stern (2006) termed “emergent narrative” (644): a story that evolves and changes at the storytellers’ discretions. The term originated with Aylett (1999), who described emergent narrative as stories “emerged from human life experience” (84). Aylett had derived the term from robotics theory of “emergent behavior”—a set of algorithms with which robots are programmed to mimic human responses to stimuli (Anderson and Donath 1990). The lack of responsiveness and player choice in early DRPGs frustrated many gamers, who wanted more freedom to make decisions as they would have in their paper-based RPGs. Players making the transition often found that they had one of two paths to follow in any given situation, if they had any choice at all. The result was more like reading a story than actually participating in one (Grodal 2003).

To counter that disappointment, game companies started working on game narratives that could be more responsive and offer a wider range of alternatives for players. Long before the advent of sandbox or truly open-world games, developers were simply seeking to create something more than a linear experience. In truth, what they wanted was to create emergent narratives—stories that developed based on player decisions. Aylett (1999) stated thus, “Two issues are of interest here. The first is how far the pre-determined nature of much narrative can be relaxed. The second is how far the user of a VE [virtual environment] can freely participate in a narrative rather than acting as a spectator” (83). These are questions that video game developers have been trying to answer for years and are still actively engaged in solving.

However, the type of game that creates an interactive story between the players and the DM would be a long time coming in digital environments. Other early discussions of narrative in virtual environments, such as Galyean’s (1995) dissertation, pointed to methods for controlling the narrative while maintaining some level of interaction. By focusing on how interactivity can be better used to tell a story, and how narrative can be used to guide user interaction, Galyean saw a method for steering players to the same plot destinations while maintaining interactivity, which is, in fact, what most early DRPGs were and are still doing. They create the illusion of freewill.

However, controlled action through narrative design is not what DRPG gamers really wanted, then or now, and most game designers knew it even in the early years of DRPGs. Murray (1995) noted that other media, including books and films, have tried to break free from linear storytelling, and that they can be used to help with writing interactive narratives. Yet even Murray conceded, “Because electronic fiction models are sketchy and as yet take little advantage of the procedural power of the computer, I turned to books and films that are clear predecessors of electronic interactive stories” (130).

Louchart and Aylett in 2004 discussed the same problem when they identified key aspects of the problem with emergent storytelling:


The role of the user is a key issue in interactive storytelling, with whether the user is considered as an author or a participant within the story having a major impact on theoretical approaches. The contradiction between authorship and participation is an important element of the narrative paradox previously mentioned. On the one hand an author seeks control over the direction of a narrative in order to give it a satisfying structure. On the other hand a participating user demands the autonomy to act and react without explicit authorial constraints. Casting the user either as a spectator, with no ability to act, or as the author him or herself avoids this problem, however it does not offer a solution for a participating user in real-time interaction within a narrative display. It also limits the storyline to a single entity. (22)


Certainly the introduction of complex narrative structures problematizes the developer/user paradox that Louchart and Aylett described, but it also begs the question regarding the necessity of narrative in digital games. As Pearce (2004) noted, game designers are often more interested in creating spaces for play rather than telling a story, and that applying narrative study to games from the viewpoint of other media types makes little sense because the digital game genre differs greatly from linear narratives. Jenkins (2004) also argued that if games do tell stories, “they are unlikely to tell them in the same way that other media tell stories” (128) and that creating emergent narratives complicates game design because narrative information must be incorporated redundantly in multiple game spaces “since one cannot assume the player will necessarily locate or recognize the significance of any given element” (126).

Jenkins rightly points out that not all games are designed to have narratives. Many first-person shooter games, for example, and especially those released in the 1980s and 1990s consisted mainly of a series of objectives and foes to be conquered. However, DRPGs are inherently dependent upon narrative, because the very notion of playing a role beyond that of someone on the other end of a gun necessitates some type of story or quest to be completed (Tocci 2008), or at least in the notion or the open-world2 games of today—something beyond simply running around a virtual environment seeing whom the player might encounter. Though that exploratory activity is certainly part of the fun of open-world games, players expect more, and they expect more because, whether they are aware of it or not, the DRPG open-world genre evolved from traditional RPGs, the original open-world games, which were very much dependent upon a narrative supplied by the DM (Barton and Stacks 2019). As Punday (2005) explained, while traditional games use statistics to describe events, RPGs use them to describe objects. This use of statistics marks a fundamental difference between RPG narratives and those in other mediums such as short stories, novels, or films, because statistically described events must be experienced in linear fashion, much as in traditional print narratives, while statistically described objects can be used only to define a story though player action.

When considering how far game designers have actually come in solving this issue, it is enlightening to see David Gaider’s comments from 2015. As lead writer and therefore one of the primary creative forces behind BioWare’s Dragon Age trilogy, Gaider (2015) reflected on the concept of emergent narrative:


The premise is that when we’re making narrative for video games, there’s an expectation for players when they come into it, in that they haven’t trained to look on narrative as one type of thing. If you look at narrative in a movie, or a book, it’s very linear and it requires no interaction. But that’s what most people think of as narrative, so when they think of narrative in a video game, they think it’s like a movie or book but better, and the “better” is supposed to come when you have agency. There’s interaction, so there’s agency, and that’s the “better,” but the requirement for that agency puts limitations on a narrative designer that most people don’t understand. So it’s like they want it to be like a book or movie, but better, yet we’re actually restricted in many ways, so we’re constantly doing an illusion of agency, not real agency, but we’re trying to convince the player like “here’s the paths you have,” and then we spend a lot of time trying to convince the player that those are the paths they want, not these other things that they aren’t actually able to do. If you do that well, they think it’s awesome, they have all these choices; if you do it poorly, then they feel very restricted. (3, para. 11)


In essence, Gaider referred to the creation of branching narratives, a type of emergent narrative in which players are provided with a series of dialogue options or action choices designed to provide the illusion of freewill without providing the absolute player agency that traditional RPGs offer (Stang 2019; MacCallum-Stewart and Parsler 2008; Bogost 2006; Burn and Schott 2004). These types of emergent narratives would seem to move DRPGs closer to the participatory essence of D&D. Branching narratives, however, greatly lengthen a game’s development time; Lowndes (2010) explained that “the main concern with branching narratives is that they are time consuming to develop and therefore erode production time that could potentially be invested in other areas” (12). He also argued that “sandbox” games, another term used to describe open-world games, can lead to other development problems. While those games are highly immersive for players, they cause problems with storytelling and pacing. Lowndes elaborated: “creating a sense of urgency is almost entirely at odds with the core design of a sandbox game. Players are usually given the choice of when to tackle quests or objectives, removing the developer’s control over pacing” (13). Garriott and those he inspired in the 1980s—such as Michael Cranford, who designed The Bard’s Tale (Electronic Arts [EA], 1985) for PCs—were still a long way from conquering these narrative problems. However, many traditional RPG elements are immediately apparent in Ultima, such as the ability to customize a character and even to choose certain personality traits for that character.

In Cranford’s The Bard’s Tale, players form groups of up to six characters who battle a series of monsters in a quest to defeat an evil wizard. In fact, throughout the 1980s designers would continue to move DRPGs closer to the D&D model. For instance in Square’s Final Fantasy (1987), designers Hironobu Sakaguchi, Hiromichi Tanaka, Akitoshi Kawazu, and Koichi Ishii included features in which character professions and careers—commonly called “classes”—and personality traits could change the way NPCs interact with players. Such interaction between the player’s character and NPCs was a far cry from the relatively limited scripting of previous titles. In nearly all of the early DRPGs of the 1980s, players also had the ability to choose which types of weapons and apparel they would like to equip and, to a certain degree, customize those items through enchantment and upgrading (Barton and Stacks 2019: 243–8).

Many other character qualities such as the player-character’s strength, intelligence, and other ability scores are also readily apparent in these early DRPGs, and like traditional RPGs, players are provided exposition for the game’s story and encouraged or directed to fulfill certain quests by the game’s script (acting as DM). Therefore, DRPGs are required to provide some direction, just as a DM would in D&D. As Ewalt (2013) described, “In any games of Dungeons and Dragons, the DM serves as author, director, and referee. A good DM must be creative, designing a world from scratch and spinning it into a narrative. But they must also possess an ordered, logical mind, capable of recalling and understanding hundreds of pages’ worth of rules” (13). In DRPGs, explaining the rules that govern the game is dependent upon communicating technical information.

Technical Communication in Early DRPGs

D&D’s rules and gameplay, like DRPGs at their core, are exercises in technical communication. David Dobrin’s (2004) oft-cited definition of technical communication stated thus: “Technical writing is writing that accommodates technology to the user” (118). Today, technical communicators attempt to familiarize all sorts of technology for users. Whether it be a computer, a cell phone, or a jack hammer, in many cases the tool is irrelevant to the process. The primary concerns are the audience, the context of the object’s use, its technical functions, and its rhetorical concerns.

In D&D, as with DRPGs, that technology is foreign to players because the tech often does not exist. How can we explain a laser blast pistol, or a magic sword, or a healing spell, or a wristband that permits faster-than-light travel? We are all familiar with these concepts because of our experiences with popular science fiction and fantasy literature. We know, for example, that there is something special about the sword Excalibur, or a Star Wars lightsaber, or Gandalf’s staff. But what do they do, exactly? And how do they do what they do? Many fans of fictional genres have been frustrated by these questions. In a novel or a movie, answering those questions is optional for the author. Our understanding of how those items do things is secondary to our seeing what they do (Eskelinen 2001).

The authorial option of explanation does not exist in RPGs and their digital counterparts. When the viewer (the watcher of a movie or the reader of a novel) becomes an active participant, rather than a spectator, and needs a magic sword or a positronic shieldwristband as part of an interactive story in a digital game, then mere observation of the sword or wristband’s powers will no longer suffice. These items must be described for the players of the game (audience), given purpose and meaning (context), their abilities quantified (technical functions), and explained within the larger world of the game (rhetorical concerns). In this way, technical communication has always been a part of RPGs and always will be.

Take, for example, the magical item known as the “Chime of Opening” in D&D. The description of the item in the Dungeon Master’s Guide (2013) reads as follows:


A chime of opening is a hollow mithral tube about 1 foot long. When struck, it sends forth magical vibrations that cause locks, lids, doors, and portals to open. The device functions against normal bars, chains, shackles, bolts, and so on. A chime of opening also automatically dispels a hold portal spell, or even an arcane lock spell cast by a wizard of lower than 15th level. The chime must be pointed at the item or gate to be loosed or opened (which must be known and visible to the user). The chime is then struck, a clear tone rings forth, and in 1 round the target lock is unlocked. (247)


No more technical description of use and context exists for many real items, and given that the Dungeon Master’s Guide, only one of three core rulebooks for D&D version 3.5 (not to mention many other supplemental texts), extends to more than 300 pages, early DRPG designers had (and still have) a significant problem on their hands. How could they incorporate the functionality of mythical items into early computers with all of the technical detail provided by traditional RPGs? Undaunted by the sheer enormity of building an open-world DRPG for the PC, complete with all the technical communication necessary for playing the game, one company accepted the challenge and charted the course for all DRPGs to come.

Bethesda Softworks

In the 1980s following Garriott’s Ultima, DRPG developers continued their quest for a participatory, community-building experience—an emergent narrative—through DRPGs. The first true visionary of emergent narrative DRPGs was Christopher Weaver, a materials science engineer and graduate of Wesleyan University and MIT, where he received his SM. In 1986, after stints at the news offices of both NBC and ABC, Weaver founded several small companies en route to what would eventually become Bethesda Softworks, which Weaver located in Baltimore, Maryland, and then moved to nearby Rockville. In 1986, Weaver and his small team developed Gridiron!, the first physics-based sports simulation for the PC. The game’s success attracted the attention of Orlando-based EA, who approached Weaver about developing EA’s football game, John Madden Football (Hruby 2010). Though many sources credit EA founder Trip Hawkins and Joe Ybarra with the development of Madden, in fact Hawkins and Ybarra hit an early wall in designing the game to the exacting standards of Coach Madden himself, who was closely involved with the game’s design. That’s when Hawkins and Ybarra turned to Weaver and his team at Bethesda.

The Elder Scrolls: Arena

The partnership between Bethesda and EA would be short-lived, however. Weaver discovered that many gameplay and design features of Bethesda’s sequel to Gridiron!, to which EA bought the distribution rights from the fledgling Bethesda, were mysteriously added to EA’s Madden game. Bethesda sued EA for copyright and IP infringement in 1990, and the companies parted ways after settling out of court. Weaver then green-lit another project for which his employee Ted Peterson had shown great enthusiasm: a 3D action-adventure DRPG. Peterson, fellow designer Vijay Lakshman, and chief programmer Julian Lefay then developed The Elder Scrolls: Arena, which Bethesda released for MS-DOS on November 28, 1994. Peterson recalled the development of Arena in an interview with Morrowind Italia in 2001:


In the end, we had a game that almost didn’t resemble our original idea at all. It was really a hard-core role-playing game, but we had already done the advertising and printed up boxes with the name “Arena.” Someone came up with the idea that the Empire of Tamriel, because it was so violent, had been nicknamed the Arena. That explained, kinda’ awkwardly I guess, why there was no arena combat in a game named “Arena.” (para. 12)


Introductory technical content regarding how to play Arena came entirely from the manual, as Bethesda attempted to align the game with a pen-and-paper D&D experience. The eighty-five-page manual for Arena contained everything necessary to play the game, including character creation, a character’s available skills and abilities, the premise for Arena’s main quest, and designer’s notes from Lakshman, Arena’s chief designer. The manual was absolutely necessary to play Arena; without the manual, players would have no idea how to use their computer keyboard and mouse to operate the game’s controls. In the game itself, the player is instructed through pop-up windows how to create a character.
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Figure 1.2 The Elder Scrolls: Arena character creation.
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Figure 1.3 The Elder Scrolls: Arena character image.


Based on the enormous size of Arena’s manual and the almost total lack of tutorial advice during early gameplay, it’s fairly obvious that Bethesda was attempting to approximate the D&D method of technical communication for players—many of whom would likely be playing a DRPG for the first time.

Initial sales were weak, but rave reviews from PC gaming magazines and word-of-mouth slowly increased Arena’s sales, until nearly a year later, the game turned a profit for Bethesda. It had been a rough year in 1995 for Bethesda, however, and the company neared bankruptcy while working on add-on content for Arena. That’s when Weaver made the decision to throw everything Bethesda had left into the Elder Scrolls projects after lukewarm sales of The Terminator: Future Shock (1995)—a sequel to Bethesda’s The Terminator (1990) and The Terminator: 2029 (1992)—and PBA Bowling (1995). Weaver decided to entirely abandon sports simulation games, and instead focus exclusively on the now-profitable Elder Scrolls. The entire Bethesda staff, with Peterson as lead designer, worked on the next game in the series, Daggerfall (1996), which would firmly establish Bethesda as founders of the emergent narrative DRPG.

The Elder Scrolls: Daggerfall

After creating their own 3D rendering engine for Terminator: Future Shock (1995), the Bethesda team marketed Daggerfall as “a 1st person perspective role-playing game which gives you an unprecedented freedom to do as you wish” (Humphrey 1995: para. 2). This freedom, indicating Bethesda’s creation of an open-world RPG, uses a different procedural structure than traditional “go here, complete activity, then go there” Ultima-style DRPG structures. Arnseth (2006) defined open-world games as “objective-oriented” (3), where the player must “achieve a concrete result” (3). Open-world games, in which players may travel to any one of a number of locations in a game, and complete side quests in any order, most closely follow the objective-oriented style. Open-world games usually include a main quest featuring many objectives which must be completed in a linear order, often by traveling to specific locations, but often there is no time limit for completing each objective. In open-world games, players are free to complete any available side quests before fulfilling objectives in the main quest.

One significant hurdle for Peterson and the Bethesda design team remained for Daggerfall: How could they match the complexity of the D&D world while working within the various constraints that existed for digital games and still explain their virtual world? The answer in 1996 was that the Bethesda team couldn’t, and they knew it. Daggerfall was coded onto only one CD. Because CDs held 640 MB of data, Peterson and the Bethesda team sacrificed a great deal of detail in favor of the open-world design. Also, in 1996, a top-of-the line computer probably had 8 MB of RAM memory, a 33 MHz processor, and (if PC owners had the cash for it) a 1 GB hard drive. Faced with those limitations, game designers were continually trying to conserve both space and memory. As a result, most early DRPGs were confined to a few locations or a “dungeon crawl,” in which the player-character navigated a series of mazelike pathways while encountering and defeating monsters or villains. Daggerfall was therefore revolutionary both in sheer scope and in game coding wizardry.

Early print versions of D&D had the same problem regarding volume of content. Before later versions existed, with multiple rulebooks and supplemental information, players had difficulty in understanding how the game was meant to be played. The problem, as Ewalt (2013) described, was that “a mail order purchase of the D&D box set didn’t ship with Gary Gygax or Dave Arneson” (94). To combat that problem, the duo released Dungeons and Dragons Supplement I: Greyhawk in 1975. The expansion pack was full of new information that allowed players to better understand the game, and according to Ewalt, “it also taught, by example, how to create your own adventures” (95) and “helped bridge the gap between players who learned the game at Gary’s table and those who picked it up in a hobby store” (95). The Greyhawk supplement greatly expanded the impact of D&D, and its popularity soon began to soar. Upon seeing Greyhawk’s influence, D&D’s creators quickly busied themselves with creating more and more supplemental information designed to give players more context for the world surrounding the game. The result was a staggering rise in D&D’s profitability and popularity.

Digital game companies learned from that experience. Although early DRPGs had to content themselves with presenting much less complex worlds because of their design limitations, there were opportunities to present information outside the game, and in the 1990s games often came with elaborate manuals. These procedural instructions for how to play the game not only taught players computer controls, but also revealed a tacit assumption that there was a “right way” to play the game (Nguyen 2019). Knowing that they could not place the kinds of contextual and statistical information within the game without burning precious space and computational resources, digital game designers did the next best thing by including that information in supplements to accompany the game.

Bethesda shipped Daggerfall with an illustrious manual to accompany the game as its primary supplement. With a luxurious backstory including even royal lineages in its virtual world, Daggerfall’s manual was designed to engage fans who had long awaited a more complex sequel to the initial Elder Scrolls offering. Players were enthralled by the ability to create their own characters, including managing ability scores and player classes, and the manual displays a vast amount of technical information in the form of keyboard shortcuts; controls for running, swimming, and climbing; combat controls; and spell casting abilities.
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Figure 1.4 Daggerfall character sheet.


The game’s obvious connection to D&D is readily apparent in looking at the manual and the ways in which characters are created. However, one noticeable difference appears in the way actions and reactions are calculated. The manual artfully describes for players what happens in response to certain control inputs, but little is said concerning how those actions are resolved. In other words, the manual tells players how to strike an opponent with a sword or hurl a fireball, but not how the resulting damage is calculated. That mystery is left to the games’ mechanics.

Daggerfall marked a transition for RPG players from the tabletop to the computer, and also provided a significant step forward in DRPG technology as well as in technical communication and scripting. In his review for Gamespot, Trent Howard praised the nonlinear aspects of the game: “No longer forced to play the way The Man wants, we are now free to ignore the pleadings of the princess, wander off, and get involved in other complex tales that change and evolve in response to our actions” (1996: para. 3). Despite the critical accolades that the game received, reviewers were just as quick to criticize the game’s numerous bugs that resulted into the player-character’s avatar becoming stuck in various locations and crashes that occasionally debilitated the game. The sheer size, scope, and ambition of Daggerfall caused Peterson and the Bethesda crew to rush development in order to meet deadlines; after a torturous development period the company was left financially drained (2017).

Daggerfall was a moderate financial success, but this very success caused Bethesda to move too many games into development from 1997 to 2001, resulting in near-bankruptcy for the company. Weaver, who had operated Bethesda with his own money for over eighteen years, then partnered with Hollywood director Robert Altman to form ZeniMax, which then bought Bethesda (Neltz 2014). With a dramatically improved cash flow, the now-austere Bethesda staff began work on a successor to Daggerfall that would once again dramatically change the company’s focus and direction. In the meantime, however, a new player in the DRPG market would emerge and become a formidable competitor.

The Rise of BioWare

In 1995, Trent Oster, a junior computer science major at the University of Saskatchewan, his older brother Brent, and their friend Marcel Zeschuk formed their own software company to finance a game they had been developing during weekends and rare free hours. Zeschuk’s cousin Greg, a physician, saw the game demo and convinced fellow doctors Ray Muzyka and Augustine Yip to finance the game’s development. Calling their project Shattered Steel, the game was derivative of the board game Battle Tech, created by FASA Corporation in 1984. In Shattered Steel, players controlled a giant robotic machine (“Battle Mechs” or “Mechs” in Battle Tech) called a “Planet Runner.” A player in the Planet Runner searched terrain across five worlds to hunt and destroy a hostile alien species. The Oster brothers shopped their game to several different companies, and agreed to terms with Brian Fargo, CEO of Interplay Productions.

Fargo’s company had experienced considerable success as a game producer, and shared the Oster brothers’ vision of developing science fiction and fantasy digital games. Shattered Steel, released for MS-DOS and later for Macintosh systems in 1996, proved a modest success. Meanwhile, Muzyka and Zeschuk used their considerable financial resources to take control of the company, named it BioWare, and effectively removed the Osters from creative control. Yip returned to his medical practice, Marcel—an agricultural major—left the company to pursue farming, and Brent left the company to further study 3D digital rendering. Trent was then forced to re-sign with Muzyka and Zeschuk as an independent contractor—the only way he could finish Shattered Steel and see his original project through to completion. By then, Muzyka and Zeschuk had hired an entire team of developers, whom Oster eventually joined as a BioWare employee.

BioWare’s partnership with Interplay for Shattered Steel proved fortuitous; in 1994 TSR had not renewed SSI’s license for D&D, and Interplay successfully bid for it. When Interplay then approached Muzyka and Zeschuk about designing a D&D game they readily accepted, even though no one other than the team who worked on Shattered Steel had any experience with creating a DRPG (Fahs 2010). Muzyka and Zeschuk chose the D&D Forgotten Realms setting (designed by TSR employee Ed Greenwood and published in 1987) as the basis for their game; about half of all D&D-licensed digital games prior to 1994 used the Forgotten Realms setting (Rausch 2004; Rausch and Lopez 2004). Lead programmer Scott Greig, Oster, fellow programmer Cameron Tofer, designer James Ohlen, and lead writer Lukas Kristjanson labored for three years on Baldur’s Gate; the game’s title was taken from a city on the west coast of the continent of Faerun in the Forgotten Realms. In a 2012 interview with Robert Purchese for Eurogamer.net, Tofer recalled that programming Baldur’s Gate was chaotic and time consuming, largely because the team didn’t know what they were doing with Interplay’s Infinity design engine: “At a time when other games on the planet were handling a thousand little resources at a time…Baldur’s Gate was throwing around a couple of hundred thousand” (Purchese 2012: para. 21). The BioWare team was attempting to do what no developer had yet quite accomplished: bring an authentic D&D experience, complete with D&D gameplay rules and a D&D setting, to a digital game. But just how would the BioWare team create that D&D “feel,” and thus draw in the legions of pen-and-paper RPG players to digital gaming? To solve that dilemma, BioWare’s designers had to understand the technical communication principles of RPGs, and thus their essential nature.

After observing the successes and limitations of Daggerfall, and inspired by the rich manual Weaver and his team created for the game, Muzyka pulled off one of the great coups in early DRPG design by hiring David Cook, one of the original writers of the Dungeon Master’s Guide, to write the 1998 Baldur’s Gate manual. And because they had already secured licensing for the D&D world, Cook was able to freely draw upon his experience. The result is a masterpiece of technical communication that gamers adored. In fact, at that time, reading the manual was a pleasurable experience for gamers akin to researching a travel destination before the experience.

Cook’s manual not only explains installation and other mundane tasks, but also leads players through a discussion of character ability scores, exploration techniques, special abilities, monsters, spell casting, and a host of other gameplay considerations, most of which were taken directly from the D&D rulebooks. In addition, Cook’s manual provides a rich and complex background setting for the story, including discussions of locations, history, and local culture.
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Figure 1.5 Baldur’s Gate manual.


And, much to the delight of many players, technical calculations such as hitting an opponent, making saving throws, or calculating spell damage were done by the computer. In a very real sense, the technical information of traditional RPGs was now part of “the system” and would be interpreted by the new DM—the CPU.

Despite their ability to produce lush worlds through technical communication, BioWare’s efforts at incorporating that world into a virtual environment was still a challenge. Although Baldur’s Gate was an instant hit, and far better than any game to date at incorporating technical information into game play, development limitations caused even the most celebratory reviewers to notice its limitations. Desslock (1999) recounted several such limitations in a review for Gamespot,


Freedom to explore within a story-driven game sounds like the best of both worlds, but the plot of Baldur’s Gate is advanced almost exclusively through scrolling text and voice-narrated messages that play at the beginning of each chapter and aren’t particularly compelling. NPCs in the game tend to only give your characters simple messages and basic tasks to accomplish. The lack of significant interaction with NPCs other than your party members, who are quite colorful, combined with the frequency of combat in the game, makes Baldur’s Gate feel far more like a hack and slash game than a story-driven one, which is a trait that’s certainly consistent with previous AD&D computer games. (3: para. 4)


While also hailed as a masterpiece in its day, Daggerfall reviewers noticed similar shortcomings. Ward (1996) praised the game’s openness saying, “Although Daggerfall does sport an absorbing storyline (several, in fact), it’s the potential for adventure outside of the standard plot that is so exciting” (para. 3), but also lamented the fact that, “players who are determined to push the envelope—crawling, jumping, and swimming into every crevice of the landscape—are sure to find themselves stuck between two polygons with no way to continue except for suicide” (para. 1). It would be some time yet before design and technical communication in DRPGs were to fully reveal themselves in gameplay or narrative.

Technology Diffusion and Adoption

The same can be said of technology used to create digital games and to play them. In 1998, because both Daggerfall and Baldur’s Gate were extremely popular, Bethesda and BioWare were on the cusp of a technological revolution that was yet to achieve widespread effect. In 1997, the US Census Bureau reported that only 33.6 percent of households owned computers and only 18 percent of households had internet access (US Census 1997). Therefore, not only were both companies striving to bring RPGs into the digital realm, they were marketing to only one-third of the US population, assuming that everyone with a computer was interested in DRPGs (hardly the case even now) and that everyone with a computer had a machine powerful enough to run the latest games (also hardly the case even now).

The resulting market share for early DRPGs was so limited that early digital games needed to be a colossal hit not to bankrupt the company. Fortunately for both Bethesda and BioWare, both Daggerfall and Baldur’s Gate were hugely popular, and that popularity paved the way for future DRPG development. But that did not change the fact that both companies were waiting on technology to be adopted by the masses, or that they were waiting on that technology to catch up to their aspirations for the DRPG genre.

Early DRPG developers needed computer and gaming technology to successfully diffuse before they could truly reap the rewards of their efforts. But in 1996, computer technology was only beginning to go mainstream. Most of the US population were what Everett Rogers in Diffusion of Innovation (1962 ) would call “late adopter” or “laggards” when it came to computer technology. In other words, that portion of any population that adopts a skeptical, wait-and-see attitude concerning new innovations or dismisses them entirely until they become essential. Since Rogers’s original publication, scores of new theories on technology adoption have been advanced, many different disciplines have adopted at least part of Rogers’ approach, and thousands of articles have been written on the subject. In the end, however, with a few exceptions, Roger’s discussion of technology diffusion holds true and can show us a great deal about DRPG development.

When considering innovations like those surrounding the computer gaming industry in 1996, there is always more to the story than simply relating ideas and advantages to potential adopters of that technology. There are social and individual factors that affect not only communication about these innovations, but their portrayal to potential adopters of that technology. Rogers (1995) saw diffusion as a social change (5), and one that should not be confused with the advantages of the technology itself. Innovation is creation of new technology. However, diffusion of that technology into society and industry is much more complex and requires social communication. In this sense, innovation is essentially a process of information seeking and experimentation (Rogers 1995: 14). The innovation in question may be simply boiling water before drinking it to kill harmful bacteria, or may be much more technical, such as the development of new software or computer technology. When confronted with innovations, we typically begin by asking ourselves a series of basic questions designed to help us accept or reject technology (Rogers 1995: 14). To answer these questions, potential adopters go through the process of diffusion, which is affected by four different factors: innovation, communication channels, social networks, and time.

The first stage—innovation—is the development of a product or service. Any innovation, by design, will have certain characteristics relative to current technology that will affect its acceptance. These include to what degree the technology is advantageous and compatible with other technology and the degree to which its complexity can be tried and observed. However, knowledge of the innovation alone does not necessarily translate into acceptance. In order to form an opinion about an innovation, the would-be adopter of that innovation usually requires more information, which brings us to how knowledge of the innovation’s characteristics is transmitted. In other words, after the innovation develops, we must have a means for describing it to others if we are to seek its acceptance.

During the late 1990s, most people had many of these same questions about computer technology, and most RPG players had the same questions about DRPGs. What is this technology? How does it work? Computer technology was by no means a proven commodity at the time, and many businesses were still struggling with the proposition of making the transition to a computerized workplace. On a personal level, gamers in particular were asking, Will this be any better than what I have now (the collection of D&D books that I’ve already spent hundreds of dollars on)? And how would I know? Obviously, if someone had never seen a PC in action, she or he would have no idea of its capabilities. And if someone had never seen a computer, obviously she or he had certainly never seen a DRPG and had no means for trial or observation. At the very least new computer technology and game play mediums meant a significant investment, which for many gamers was a considerable risk.

Hence, the second element of diffusion is communication channels. Communication channels, in their most basic sense, are a means by which messages about the innovation get from one person to another. But the messages themselves are not the pure information we would often like them to be, because most people within social networks rely upon the subjective evaluations of others to form opinions about innovations (Rogers 1995: 18). Although mass-media channels are often the most effective method for “getting the word out” about a particular innovation, our decisions to adopt or reject new ideas and technologies are often based more upon the opinions of our peers within social networks than upon scientific or objective evaluation from impartial sources. Thus, diffusion is a social process (Rogers 1995: 19) that is affected by the social status, education, and influence within our social system enjoyed by the change agents that bring the innovation to our attention.

In the 1990s, mass-media for game companies usually meant magazines and conventions published and organized by gamers for gamers. The digital game industry was still far from the juggernaut of today, and television advertising was far too expensive for gaming companies. Still, communication concerning new technology and DRPGs in the 1990s was very much a linear affair. One critique of Rogers’s theory in recent years has been that it does not account for the interconnectedness of our current society. But with widespread internet access and online peer-to-peer communication still years away, our current state of connectivity was also years away, and digital game companies did what they could to spur word-of-mouth advertising and to reduce uncertainty among their potential customers by communicating through those channels that most directly impacted the gaming community at the time. DRPG designers would be forced to greatly adjust their approach to communication channels within the industry and would pay dearly at times for their lack of understanding of them.

Timing for innovations is key, because precisely when an innovation is brought to our attention is still independent of the innovation itself and to some degree from its communication channels. For example, Rogers shows that scurvy, which was responsible for the deaths of many sailors, was curable through the work of Lancaster by the early seventeenth century. However, Lancaster’s lack of ethos within his own navy prevented him from convincing others of his innovation’s importance. Thus, it was nearly 150 years later before his innovation (which was providing fruit juice to sailors) diffused throughout the British navy (Rogers 1995: 9).

Therefore, time, as the third element of diffusion, is important in Rogers’s model of diffusion because of its ability to show how quickly or slowly an innovation is adopted, and because of its ability to shed light upon those considering the innovation, and because of what he calls the innovation-decision process. In other words, what is the interval from the time knowledge of the innovation becomes available to the time it is either accepted or rejected by members of the communication network (Rogers 1995: 20)? Early DRPGs created awareness of their products by targeting publications and events, but persuading gamers to enter the digital realm was another story. Solid technical writing helped to guide players into digital gaming, but companies like Bethesda and BioWare still needed to persuade readers to actively seek information.

Because of our reliance on others for information, the persuasion stage of innovation is a very subjective process, often relying more upon the opinions of others than upon the “facts” as they might be argued by others. Thinking at this point becomes affective and social reinforcement becomes critical as we seek to reduce our level of uncertainty. This strategy can cause selective message reception on the basis of previous knowledge, uncertainty, and our own perceived ability to control the future (Rogers 1995: 168). Thus, the process of innovation-decision can affect our decisions about innovations and can be affected by personal and societal values. For example, if we want to know about a new movie or how to use some new piece of technology, our first stop is not likely a review in the local newspaper, but instead a friend or coworker who may have some information on the subject. We seek the opinions of those we know, trust, and with whom we have some common ground before seeking ideas from of a stranger. For gamers this is no different. While today’s gamer seeks common ground with friends and on social media sites, gamers of the 1990s had only friends and other gamers to turn to for “unofficial” information—that information not directly derived from the marketing speak of the company. However, the people most likely to have that information are not typically the late adopters mentioned previously, but the early adopters who seek out new technology, often simply because it is new.

Fortunately for early DRPG designers, most of traditional gamers were already early adopters and were socially active; the RPG community already had a strong social network in place. For the next few years, tight-knit social circles of the gaming community would be the best things going for DRPG companies and their products. They needed technology to catch up with them, to diffuse to the general population, and new avenues to disseminate technical marketing information. Soon, they would have it.

Early Digital Marketing and Social Media

When considering innovations like those surrounding the computer gaming industry in 1996, there is always more to the story than simply relating ideas and advantages to potential adopters of that technology. There are social and individual factors that affect not only communication about these innovations, but also affect their portrayal to potential adopters of that technology. So before exploring how Bethesda, BioWare, and later CD Projekt Red used, misused, or were otherwise affected by their internet presence and more specifically social media, it may be useful to discuss the nature of social media itself, and its role in technical marketing.

In 1996 when Bethesda released Daggerfall, the internet was still in its infancy. Although America Online had launched in 1991 and would eventually reach over 30 million users, the technology to support social media as we know it today was nonexistent. America Online was originally released for DOS systems, with most users connecting on 28.8 KB modems. Internet technology was a mystery to most users, and simply having an email account and the ability to locate a few web sites were considered very “techy.” Not until Geocities launched in 1994 did most users have the ability to create their own rudimentary web sites, and social media in its current forms, including user forums, blogs, Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, LinkedIn, Snapchat, Pinterest, and a host of other sites were not even formulated as the vaguest of ideas. In 1994, Mark Zuckerberg, cofounder of Facebook was 10 years old, and Jack Dorsey of Twitter was 18. It would be another decade before either of their products launched, and even longer for the others.

In describing the internet of 1996, Manjoo (2009) reflected, “your computer takes about 30 seconds to load each page, and, hey, you’re paying for the Internet by the hour” (para. 2). Manjoo (2009) continued:


Sifting through old Web pages today is a bit like playing video games from the 1970s; the fun is in considering how awesome people thought they were, despite all that was missing. In 1996, just 20 million American adults had access to the Internet, about as many as subscribe to satellite radio today. (para. 4)


In 1996, there simply wasn’t much to see on the internet. People spent less than thirty minutes on average per month online, small changes (such as seeing a weather forecast) were considered extraordinary, search engines were barely in existence, and the term “blog” wouldn’t become widely known until 1999.
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Figure 1.6 Yahoo 1996 (waybackmachine.com).


If the Yahoo 1996 page seems like something from another era, consider the home pages of Bethesda and BioWare.
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Figure 1.7 BioWare home page in 1996 (waybackmachine.com).
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Figure 1.8 Bethesda home page in 1996 (waybackmachine.com).


As fledgling game development companies in 1996, both Bethesda and BioWare barely existed on the internet, but a web presence at the time was not a priority for game developers. No doubt many of both companies’ hardcore and tech-driven fans visited both web sites, but there wasn’t much information there, and certainly not much marketing material. Instead, both companies relied heavily on more traditional methods of advertisement. Magazines such as PC Gamer were vital in the early advertising lives of both companies, and many game fans will remember fondly looking at the artwork and promises of things to come from those ads.


[image: ]

Figure 1.9 Daggerfall print ad.
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Figure 1.10. Baldur’s Gate print ad.


Both examples rely on technical information and their attempts to appeal to traditional RPG fans. They promise huge worlds to explore, “glorious” graphics, exciting quests, and “all of your favorite books and movies wrapped up into one package.”

Interestingly, this was about the same time that PC games started to make their way into traditional gaming shops. Long before the days of GameStop, Amazon, or Steam, game shops were the mecca of RPG enthusiasts. Founded because of the popularity of traditional RPGs and other board games, by 1996 game shops had significantly increased in number. They carried miniature figures that could be painted and deployed in tabletop battles using Chainmail or another of a growing number of rulesets inspired by Gygax and Perren’s creation; stacks of books and game supplements full of new adventures, foes, and maps; and finally the first DRPGs. In many ways the game shop was the hub for communication about all things RPG, and the center of product reviews among gamers.

Just twenty years later everything has changed—and nothing has changed. Social media is our standard for business and product reviews—and social media sites are now the game shops of DRPG word-of-mouth marketing. But now, gamers discussing games number in the millions instead of the dozens who might have once gathered in a local gaming store. As of August 2020, the top five gaming web sites average over 13,500,000 monthly visitors (eBizMBA 2020). The top three—IGN, GameFAQs, and Gamespot—maintain their own message boards, and all five web sites include space for comments and discussion below each web site’s article. On IGN’s board, discussions regarding PC and console games number in the hundreds of thousands and contain millions of messages (IGN Boards 2020). Reddit, one of the world’s largest message boards, dedicates space called “subreddits” to gaming, and hosts thousands of posts per day (Reddit 2020). Twitch.tv, a web site for gamers, allows players to livestream their gameplay, record their playthroughs of games, and livechat or post messages to one another (Twitch.tv 2020). Twitch.tv boasts 15 million daily active users, and over 2 million new users per month (Twitch.tv 2017). Game discussion has become a juggernaut that drives the industry.

Falls and Deckers (2012) noted that social media created an entirely new paradigm for companies. While web sites prior to the social media revolution were often “simply printed versions of brochures viewed through a web browser” (3) social media suddenly allowed customers to talk back to companies—and thus, thousands of customers—simultaneously. Fall and Deckers (2012) elaborated, “Social media didn’t change marketing from a monologue to a dialogue, it changed it to a multilogue” (4). This quantum shift in the power of players to generate their own media about games frightened many companies that were used to controlling their marketing speak, and led some companies to try to subdue or even sue customers who posted negative comments.

Every age group and demographic uses social media. There simply aren’t any businesses left who can afford to ignore it. It’s not whether thousands of people are already seeing product reviews and discussing a company’s products and services. The questions is whether that company is aware of what’s being discussed and is capable of benefiting from those discussions. Falls and Decker added, “If you have a bad product, lousy customer service, or bad policies people are already saying bad things about you … thanks to technology they can now complain on Facebook to several hundred friends, or write a blog post that’s read by thousands” (2012: 31).

If the complaint is on a company’s web site or another social media site they can respond and control the damage more quickly. But maintaining social media accounts is only part of the equation. Companies must be actively engaged with their customers via social media to survive (Falls and Deckers 2012: 35). Consumers have never really trusted companies to have their best interests at heart. They assume, and rightly so, that companies’ primary motive is to sell them something. Consumers do, however, trust other consumers, especially those who might have something negative to say about a product or service. Therefore, according to Falls and Deckers (2012), your brand is no longer what you say it is—it’s what the social media community says it is (76).

Companies avoid social media for a variety of reasons, but usually because they don’t understand social media or hope to avoid the negative consequences that can result from a social media presence. What many companies still fail to understand, however, is that their most loyal and vested customers are already using social media. By not engaging with them, companies look at best uninterested in consumer opinions and at worst condescending or aloof. As Kabani (2012) argued, those companies who abuse social media do so because they are used to controlling a one-way flow of information through traditional advertising, which misses the entire point of social media.

Most companies that fall into that category are used to relying on advertising campaigns that are both massively expensive and not nearly as targeted toward their most hardcore customers. They look at social media as advertising; in other words, they are looking for a return on investment and regard social media as a way to drive sales. When speaking of social media and questions of return on investment, Falls and Deckers (2012) maintain thus, “The people who ask these questions don’t understand social media marketing isn’t just about sales; it can also be about customer service and satisfaction, reputation protection, loyalty and advocacy building, research and development and more” (18).

Those who follow companies by choice tend to be genuinely interested in that company. In rough times, they follow companies for an explanation. In good times, they follow companies for social meaning—a sense of community—which can be leveraged into brand loyalty. The “insiders” of basically anything (products, services, rock stars) used to be unreachable. Now, consumers feel entitled. They want to understand what is happening and to be involved. They expect game developers to involve them. Why? Because it’s so easy. A tweet is 140 characters or less. Loyal brand members see company’s social media activity as a small price to pay for their loyalty from company insiders.

Legions of articles and books discuss social media marketing and online PR management. However, most of them discuss the same few basic principles and types of mediums for interacting with customers. For example, almost all sources will tell company owners to target relevant blogs, manage their forums, play the Facebook and Twitter game, and do their best to stay in contact with their core customer base. Most will also tell companies to be honest, open, avoid condescension, and promise to honor all complaints with a response. But what does this mean in the day-to-day operations of a company? And more importantly, in the gaming world, which has perhaps the most savvy social media customers of any industry, what does it mean to implement those suggestions? The history of DRPG developers illustrates just how important those questions are. Regardless, social media, in its current form, is one of the primary marketing forces behind the video game industry. Not only is it the primary medium for distributing information about forthcoming games, but it is the primary review medium for gamers by gamers.

It’s no understatement that video game companies have endured some of the most painful social media learning experiences. In many ways, this history is due to their consumers’ overall technical abilities. Digital gamers by nature tend to be computer savvy, interested in new technologies, and early adopters of new technology. In many ways, when it comes to social media and marketing, consumers have been well ahead of game companies. Fortunately for game developers, social media isn’t a one-shot win or lose proposition. As Ryan and Jones (2009) attested, “First impressions matter, but lasting impressions are what you really want to cultivate online” (177).

Because social media and gaming are inextricably linked (Cirucci 2013), companies have made concerted efforts to buy in to social media and customer expectations. As Hunt (2013) explained, “Social media sites have long been able learn more about the user and tailor personalized experiences for those users” (1). Now, however, gaming companies are finally immersing themselves in the marketing opportunities that social media provides. PlayStation 4, for example, is capable of learning about players as they actively game, learning what types of preferences users have and types of games frequently played. In response, the PS4 can offer game demos and suggest content for existing games. In fact, both Sony and Microsoft have plans to further integrate social media into the next generation of gaming consoles. Game designers also are more invested than ever in making gaming a social activity and engaging with their fans through social media. However, in 1996 social media was largely nonexistent, and if it’s true that those who do not learn from history are doomed to repeat it, then there is certainly something to be learned from the experiences of video game companies with digital marketing and social media.

Looking Ahead—The Party Gets Bigger

If the 1980s and 1990s in digital games were about discovering new game spaces, then the next decade at the dawning of a new century and a new millennium would be about claiming space—by both game companies and by game players. As both Bethesda and BioWare stabilized their companies’ capital and brand, they would also navigate the limitless accessibility of the internet. Fans would find multiple ways of participating in a game experience, thus expanding the ways in which they could interact with games. As the internet became more accessible to larger populations worldwide, the means to create, share, and modify technical content about games would exponentially increase. By the mid-2000s game players would create the culture of fandom and claim their own game spaces. In Chapter 2, we’ll describe the creation of wikis, internet fan forums, and modding—all of which emerged as Bethesda and BioWare were finding their place in the DRPG genre.
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2

New Century, New Technologies, New Challenges

In the early years of the new millennium, channels of communication were rapidly expanding and changing. As the internet became available to greater numbers of people all over the world, businesses that were quick to discover its power gained a tremendous advantage. Those slow to adopt this dramatic change in communication access would find themselves without an identity, as the print industry succumbed to the internet’s vast reach. Game companies, already the purveyors of digital technologies, often found their places in cyberspace more easily than other industries. In this chapter, we’ll chart how Bethesda and BioWare navigated the spaces where their fans gathered online to discuss games, developed their identities as players, and increasingly demanded a voice in game design. Using the communication channels of online wikis and fan forums, game players also asserted their status as game codesigners through the practice of modding. Technical communication in the games industry in just a few years became an exponentially more complicated enterprise, just as Bethesda was facing the expiration of their company’s financial resources.

Bethesda 1999

By 1999, Bethesda was experiencing a crisis that would nearly swamp the company. Company founder Christopher Weaver realized they had diversified too much, opting for a production model of several games rather than concentration on just one or two. When several of those games flopped, and two small Elder Scrolls games created with the Daggerfall code—Battlespire and Redguard—produced weak sales, Weaver and his team considered bankruptcy (Blancato 2007). To stave off the company’s collapse, Weaver and business partner Robert Altman formed ZeniMax, a parent company for Bethesda that included several capital investors. Weaver then changed tactics: lead designer Todd Howard and his team would focus on a single title, a sequel to Daggerfall, set in the Elder Scrolls world but featuring an entirely new story. Howard wanted to keep the open world of Daggerfall, but deemphasize the role-playing game (RPG) tradition of a main quest so the design team could spend more time creating the game’s environments. They also scrapped XnGine, Bethesda’s own game engine created for Daggerfall, opting instead for NetImmerse’s Eponymous engine, which would allow Howard and the other designers to create more detailed and dramatic 3D environments for their new game using Microsoft’s Direct3D technology (nvidia.com). Howard also drastically reduced the design team’s size in choosing this make-or-break strategy of the company focusing on only one game. By early 2000, Morrowind was fully in development at Bethesda.

In addition to the company’s switch to single-game development, Morrowind represented a sea change in advertising strategy for Bethesda. Partnering with graphics hardware designer Nvidia, Bethesda released several screenshots of Morrowind game environments on the personal computer (PC) using Nvidia’s new GeForce 4 video graphics card. The images were stunning, displaying photo-realistic settings calculated to produce the sort of immersive world for which Howard and his team were hoping.


[image: ]

Figure 2.1 Morrowind publicity screenshot.


Bethesda also took advantage of the internet’s ability to create and maintain “buzz,” or constant discussion over multiple internet web sites, for a game. Web sites devoted to gaming, such as IGN.com, Gamespot, and PC Gamer (which also publishes a longstanding print magazine), each ran preview and gameplay articles on Morrowind. The result generated discussions of Morrowind across discussion board forums.

Wikis, Forums, and Player Agency

An important distinction began to emerge about this time. While virtual worlds were becoming the norm for digital role-playing games (DRPGs), complete with most aspects of what we would call “normal” life, online social worlds began to arise en masse. The difference between the two is that while virtual worlds were used to play games, virtual social worlds were used to discuss games and to disseminate information from player to player. Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) explained that “in this realm, there are no rules restricting the range of possible interactions” (64). And, as Araki and Carliner (2008) attested, “the literature is showing that the difference between game virtual worlds and social virtual worlds is significant” (252). Virtual worlds provide an ideal place for technical information to be disseminated. In fact, today modern wikis and discussion forums are far more pervasive as a source for tutorials and guides than are gaming company web sites. As social virtual worlds, they are “better suited to creating and disseminating technical and learning content than game worlds” (Araki and Carliner 2008: 258).

Originally, gaming companies were the primary hosts of virtual social worlds. As companies sought to promote games, an integral part of their strategy was to connect players via social worlds while also using them to communicate technical information in a timely manner. In doing so, game designers took on many of the modern technical communicator’s roles without intending to do so. Frith (2014) showed that modern forum management is often conducted by moderators who are not necessarily subject matter experts. Instead, his research demonstrated that “strong communication and organization skills are more important to successful moderation than an expert-level grasp of the subject material” (180). In addition, abilities to translate material for users and to assure quality control were important, which are commonly considered core technical communication principles. However, because many original forum managers were just that—subject material experts; they were often unable to control informational organization, quality, and translation within their company-sponsored forums. As company forums grew in popularity, they became more and more difficult to manage, causing many game company executives to view internet forums as official stifling tools (Thominet 2018).

Katajitso (2010) outlined six genre tools for categorizing social media:


• Content creation and publishing

• Content sharing

• Social networking

• Collaborative producing

• Virtual worlds

• Add-ons


By taking on the responsibility of providing forums for discussion of their games, game companies had also taken on the responsibility for many of these genre tools. Originally intended to provide a stronger sense of community among game players, over time virtual social worlds also became the focus for content sharing and social networking among gamers. Eventually, these tools would also become focused on content creation and collaborative production, a development that would not be entirely beneficial for game companies.

Yet, in 1999, it would have been nearly impossible to predict the explosion of social media. By mid-2005, YouTube had launched, providing what would become perhaps the most prominent social media platform of all time. Few could have projected its impact at launch, but YouTube was and remains a virtual social world. However, few game companies had at the time thought strategically about how they would manage these social worlds. Virtual meeting spaces, where players of a game could discuss everything about the game for an unlimited amount of time, also created paratext—the textual spaces surrounding a central text.

Gérard Genette coined the term paratext as “the reinforcement and accompaniment of a certain number of productions, themselves verbal or not, like and author’s name, a title, a preface, illustrations” (1991: 261). He first used the term in his book Palimpsestes (1982) and continued to elaborate on his definition of paratext over several years. For Genette, any ancillary content intended by the author to associate with or inform the primary text would be paratext. In 1997, Genette enlarged the definition of paratext to include material that affects a “text’s presence in the world” (1), and thereby did not need to originate from the author. Birke and Christ (2013) further defined paratext as the way a text is informed as well as influenced by “historically and socially determined modes of production and reception” (66). In the dawning of the internet age, what constituted paratext would become complicated and diffuse. An enormous influence on games would emerge from fans discussing the games themselves, and in turn serving as a repository for game companies desiring customer feedback. Paratext was about to become bigger than the games themselves, as players used discussion forums and wikis to investigate, analyze, critique, heap praise, and cast scorn on games. In fact, Lunenfeld (2000) emphasized that the media industry “has bloated the paratext to such a point that it is impossible to distinguish between it and the text” (14). Consalvo (2007) went a step further, declaring that paratext about games is now synonymous as an accepted feature of the game industry (38). Dunne (2014) however argued that paratext and RPGs have always been intertwined; since Dungeons and Dragons’ (D&D) inception in 1974, Dungeon Masters (DMs) and players have consulted multiple references in game and scenario or campaign creation.

Almost immediately, as Kimball (2017) observed, gamers became able to “share with users across the world the kind of information that has traditionally been the product of professional technical writers employed by corporations or government agencies” (1). The effects would be twofold for game companies. On the one hand, gamers could now be actively involved in educating each other about gameplay, thus saving developers time and money better spent on development. In addition, game companies could post real-time updates and information not included in gaming manuals that became out of date as soon as they were printed. However, on the other hand, as Katajitso (2010) argued, “a company that sets up an account in Facebook, Twitter or YouTube loses some control over the message that is being broadcast about its product. The users ask what they want to ask and say what they want to say, no matter how good, stupid, or even inconvenient that may be” (241).

Forums and wikis served the same purpose before those mediums came into effect by shifting gamers from readers to active participants. While Facebook and Twitter were still years away in 2000, virtual social words such as wikis and forums served much the same purpose. While we’ll briefly detail the origin and creation of wikis and forums in Chapter 3, they deserve mention here for their contribution to how games were designed. For the most part, the creation of wikis and internet forums benefited game companies, and in some ways these social media platforms still do. Moeller (2016) theorized that wikis provided companies with a way to eliminate in-game tutorials, which were time consuming to design, and fraught with conjecture about just how much technical information to provide players, who would likely be of dramatically different skill levels:


Ineffective game tutorials or manuals can add a layer of hindering complexity to a computer game title. Without clear documentation, a computer game may be saddled with a reputation as having an “overly steep learning curve” and this comment (particularly from an influential computer game critic) could hurt a computer game’s release, turning away neophyte players and never affording that potential audience a chance to connect with a game. In a competitive marketplace, this can translate into plunging sales and developer bankruptcy. (41)


Wikis provided a source of information that helps to reduce the harshness of that learning curve. They also contributed a source for extended knowledge that would be both time consuming and costly to produce for game developers. Also, both wikis and forums have provided an environment for gamers that is better suited to transmitting technical information than have gaming environments (Araki and Carliner 2008). In fact, wikis have become digital “how-to” manuals for many games, and thereby serve a distinct purpose as technical content and an educational tool (Maguth, List, and Wunderle 2015; Hunter 2011).

But although they provided a free source of educational labor for game companies, wikis and forums also removed the gatekeeping function provided in the past through one-way, company-driven communication with customers. Players began to use social worlds to claim expertise once reserved for game designers, and had those claims validated by other social media participants. So, in many ways, the era that saw the beginning of both the virtual social world and the virtual gaming world also saw the emergence of players as technical communicators. Players knew their audience well—as they were players themselves; they knew how to speak to that audience, and they knew how to rhetorically appeal to that audience. Thus, forums, wikis, and all other types of virtual social worlds began the gradual process of replacing technical communication channels once controlled by game companies. In fact, as Wei et al. (2005) showed, players who develop the content for wikis are also the readers of that wiki’s content. Wikis would eventually replace gaming manuals as the dominant source of gaming information because of their ability to go well beyond the scope of both traditional manuals and the in-game tutorials that replaced manuals (DeWinter 2016). But their development was a slow process that gradually shifted communication away from the gaming companies. They are now staples of both industry and more private groups such as game players (Behles 2013), but in the gaming industry the most prominent wikis are group projects controlled by players.

The net effect of this gradual shift was that players also began to see themselves as part of the creative process, rather than just customers. This was especially true of early wiki authors. As Wagner and Schroeder (2010) put it,


Wiki technology adds a new facet to the concept of user-generated content. While in other applications such as forums, blogs, or social networking sites, the content generation process resembles a mosaic of separate individual contributions, the wiki-based content creation process describes a confluence of individual contributions. (70)


Thus, a new group mentality began to emerge as players began to take responsibility for their own technical communication. Eventually, wikis would become a tool for teaching—and forums would become a tool for consumer complaints. But game companies did not yet realize this near the turn of the twenty-first century, nor did they realize that technical communication could and would be used against them in the future. As Argenti (2006) noted,


Constituents can spread whatever stories they want from their own perspectives, making them part of the public record. This ready access to such public forums has made developing and attacking corporations easy for communities of antagonists, who are not held to the same level of accountability as corporations. (362)


In order to understand fully why that could happen, we must first understand that forums and wikis are essentially knowledge management tools for technical communication and technical information. They are not simply knowledge databases, however. Wikis function as “both archival space and working space” (Phuwanartnurak 2009: 279). Studies have shown that not only do wikis help to develop the expertise of their users (Walsh 2010) but are also effective tools for managing dynamic information (Hester 2010). Forums, however, offer gamers answers to more specific questions and offer a more social gathering place for like-minded people (Sotamaa 2010), and forums also provide enculturation to the gaming community as a whole (Swarts 2015). Those who are unable to conform to the norms of the community are pressured to go elsewhere (Johnson-Eilola and Selber 1996). The group culture that grew from wikis and forums created communities of players with similar interests and concerns. In a way, they unionized players (Hunter 2011; Mittell 2009).

As with unions of all kinds, members of gaming communities help each other and collaborate for the collective good. In technical communication terms, wikis and forums are the gaming equivalent of the online help system and the computer help desk—but with a culture and constituency of their own. Steehouder (2002) predicted that forums would become the new gaming help desk because gamers wanted answers to specific questions. Indeed, they are the modern substitutes for previously more formal modes of help, providing an informal mode of what Kimball (2017) called tactical technical communication. As Mason (2013a) argued, “These informal modes of knowledge sharing point to a truth about the role of gamer as technical communicator: knowledge of technical communication practices can be absorbed tacitly and, in fact, it is probably learned more effectively in this manner” (228). Wikis provide walkthroughs of game scenarios, for example, that instruct by example and thereby provide tactical information and can be added to over time.

In addition, wikis can also be leveraged for R&D and innovation (Stadning and Kinti 2011), and gamers have used wikis in particular to provide innovative gaming solutions to each other. In many ways, as DeAnda and Kocurek (2016) pointed out, wikis as information exchange tools reflect what game designers do themselves. Designers must communicate their ideas and visions for a game through technical communication, and now often do so using in-house wikis. That type of collaboration, of course, is not limited to gamers. Some studies show that very different populations, such as Chinese students studying English, use wikis in much the same fashion by using wikis to control content discussion, social talk, task management, technical communication, and language negotiation (Li 2013: 752). Granted, the motivation in each case is different. For some, it is motivated by a desire to perform their job duties and realize a vision. For others, the motivation is to learn a foreign language or some other skill. But for gamers, the motivation to contribute to a wiki is more unique. They are more often motivated solely by their love for the game, shared experiences, and the social community that revolves around a game. (Steinkuehler and Williams 2006; Barr 2014). Still, by taking control over their own communities and their own education, gamers gradually came to view themselves as stakeholders in the development and in the narratives that construed their gaming worlds.

Bethesda Advances Emergent Narrative

Throughout the second half of the 1990s, as internet usage increased and users’ attention increasingly focused on Bethesda’s next offering after Arena, the company’s new IP’s1 project leader Todd Howard and the other designers were feverishly working to fill in the massive open world they had created for Morrowind. They also added depth and complexity to side quests by incorporating various guilds, religious sects, and noble houses of the land. Each faction would have its own goals and agendas, which wouldn’t necessarily match the player’s goals or the goals of the other factions; these factions would mark a significant narrative innovation in Morrowind. While there are several main tasks in the main quest, the order in which those quests are accomplished is not linear, as most DRPG titles had been to that time. Nor is it imperative to complete each factions’ quests, or to do anything in Morrowind other than explore. This freedom is even more apparent when playing the game’s side quests, which can be completed independently of the main storyline; yet in many cases these side quests affect the plot of that main narrative. Morrowind’s side quests would further allow for emergent narrative to exist within the game’s world, and would represent another move toward emulating classic RPGs like D&D. As Howard himself said in an interview with IGN in 2000, “The goal of every TES game is to create something that resembles a pen and paper RPG on the computer” (para. 5).

In order to create those traditional RPG elements, Bethesda’s designers needed to fix some of the problems that kept Daggerfall from feeling like a truly unlimited D&D-type experience. In Daggerfall, as many players attested, backgrounds and non-player-characters (NPCs) were often lifeless and repetitive. As players moved through the game’s plot, they began to notice that the same buildings appeared in every city, often with no interior to be explored, and that NPCs routinely had the same things or nothing at all to say. In addition, Daggerfall, though an open-world game itself, still had much of the linear feel of previous DRPGs. Designers were aware of those problems but could do little about the linear nature of early DRPGs because of their technological limitations.

Morrowind, however, would do away with much of the cumbersome “do this then you must do that” feel of a game’s narrative by significantly improving NPC interaction with the player-character. Earlier DRPGs were transparently linear, despite their context-providing text screens, because NPCs had obvious agendas and clear directives. As soon as players managed to enter an area, NPCs were likely to bolt in their direction with a set of quest instructions, or would be the only actionable character on the screen, thereby requiring the player-character to interact with them so the game’s plot would advance.

To alleviate the feel that Morrowind was guiding the player-character along a predetermined path, the design team created a living world which seemed to operate whether the player-character was involved in the world or not. To that end, though the player-character in Morrowind would clearly be meant for something special in the game, she2 would be by no means considered special by NPCs. As Brenesal (2002) put it,


You’re an outlander, a foreigner in a place where being foreign ranks in most NPC’s list of Top 100 Pleasures right up there next to a broken hip. They’re no more likely to seek you out and give you quests than they are to marry you to their offspring and sponsor you for their bowling leagues. (para. 15)


There would also be many more interactive NPCs in Morrowind than in Daggerfall. Playing the game would allow players to interact with hundreds or even thousands of NPCs throughout the game’s environments. In short, Morrowind would be unlike any other DRPG ever designed—and that design complexity took time and resources. Still near the brink of collapse, Morrowind endured two launch delays so that Howard and the design team could further polish the game’s environments.

At last, Morrowind was released for PC on May 1, 2002, and on June 15, 2002, for the Xbox console. The game received nearly universal acclaim; in the most effusive praise among early reviews, IGN’s Barry Brenesal (2002) especially lauded the game’s introductory sequence, which he described as “a visual and auditory sense of the gameworld. It supplies a tutorial to the interface, as each action you’re requested to perform is accompanied by subtitles revealing the appropriate command” (para. 4). In the game, the player takes the role of a prisoner onboard a ship bound for the port village of Seyda Neen in game region of Morrowind, sent by the game world’s emperor for unknown reasons. After the player is ordered by a member of the ship’s crew to disembark, she is asked a number of questions by guards and officials in the Morrowind port, where she will be further briefed on her mission. The player then meets a member of a spy network known as the Blades, which inducts the player into their network and orders her to discover the cause of several disturbing events occurring in the Morrowind island of Vvardenfell. From there, the player is free to continue the main quest or simply wander the Morrowind game world, completing dozens of side quests she may find while exploring.

This introductory sequence marks a significant transition from the opening of Daggerfall, where the player receives a mission from Emperor Uriel Septim VII to discover why the spirit of King Lysander of Daggerfall haunts his province with a spectral army. In Daggerfall, a text panel appears after character creation and an opening cinematic introduction, informing the player that her ship has been wrecked in a storm en route to the province of Daggerfall, and she must find her way to the province. In Morrowind, the player creates her character in the midst of gameplay—an experience that more fully immerses the player in the game environment. Since the player will learn all she needs or wants to know about the game environment from this opening sequence and from several books the player may find throughout the game, Howard and the Morrowind design team dispensed with the Tamriel world history they included in the Daggerfall manual. Instead, the Morrowind manual provides the player with information on controls for all game functions, as well as available character-creation options. In Morrowind, character creation receives an even higher priority than in Daggerfall; the player may choose between one of several traditional medieval fantasy classes to play, or create a class of her own by choosing the player-character’s own unique set of skills.

The Morrowind manual begins with a declaration of the design teams’ intention for the Elder Scrolls series of games—freedom of exploration:


The essence of any Elder Scrolls role-playing game has always been simple: let you do what you want, and make sure you have fun doing it. Huge, detailed, and open-ended are words that frequently come up when talking about ARENA, DAGGERFALL, and now MORROWIND. We don’t believe a good role-playing game should restrict you from making choices, even if they’re bad ones. (2)


The design team at Bethesda therefore had at last charted their course: produce open-world RPGs that provide players with the freedom to explore the game’s digital world.

This freedom begins with character creation, and the mysterious circumstances that starts the player’s journey as Morrowind’s hero.

Morrowind starts with a voice-over narration explaining that the player-character doesn’t know why she is a prisoner, or why she is onboard a ship sailing to a distant land. One arriving at the ship’s destination, its guard appears, and commands the player-character to take the nearby stairs to the ship’s top deck. As in Daggerfall, a series of pop-up menus then progress the player through essential game controls.
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Figure 2.2. Morrowind game control tutorial.


Then after arriving at the ship’s gangplank, another screen appears in which the player must choose her racial characteristics and skills.
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Figure 2.3 Morrowind racial choice menu.


Inside a nearby house, another guard gives the player options for choosing a class; the player can answer a series of questions to select warrior, mage, or thief; choose one class over the others; or allow the computer to randomly choose a class. These are the same questions Bethesda had used in both Arena and Daggerfall.
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Figure 2.4 Morrowind character class questionnaire.


While leaving the house, the player sees another series of pop-up windows that provide the remaining essential gameplay controls.
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Figure 2.5 Morrowind essential game controls.


Morrowind’s designers shrank the tutorial windows of Daggerfall, which appeared across the entire screen, and employed a conversational, almost chatty language to instruct the player. Instead, the tutorial windows of Morrowind contained only essential information for the player, and usually addressed only one control per window. So while eliminating the D&D-like manual tomes of Arena and Daggerfall, Bethesda streamlined the tutorial content of Morrowind, allowing the players to discover more aspects of gameplay control on their own.

After exiting two houses where the player receives her first quest, she is then on her own, free to explore the game world or complete the quest and advance the main story. By creating this in-game tutorial system, Bethesda established a precedent that all others would follow. As manuals become more expensive to print, and as player strategy guides published by Prima and BradyGames became increasingly popular, manuals that shipped with the game were becoming obsolete. And as games became more sophisticated, technical content about how to play the game was integrated into the early stages of gameplay itself.

Like in Daggerfall, the main quest in Morrowind is deceptively simple: track down the cause of several occurrences plaguing the people of Vvardenfell. During the course of the main quest, the player eventually discovers that she is the Nerevarine, the reincarnation of a great hero and protector of Morrowind. However, if the player explores the world she will discover several main quests in every region of the game world. In fact, there are a staggering 490 side quests available in Morrowind; just as in Daggerfall, the player can spend dozens of hours in the game without ever completing the main quest. So with Morrowind, Bethesda had at last defined itself as a creator of open-world games. That creative direction was not without consequences; many aspects of Morrowind fell short with critics. In his Gamespot review, Greg Kasavin (2002) complained about frequency of unavoidable combat encounters in the game, which are crudely resolved by only three combat skills the player-character possesses. He explained that the player also doesn’t know how a combat is faring; the player can only hack and slash at her opponent until either she or the opponent is dead. Kasavin (2002) also noted the problematic nature of the quest inventory system in Morrowind:


This journal will become hundreds of pages long as you play. While you can bring up an alphabetical list of topics to look up specific ones, you’ll nevertheless need to know what exactly it is you’re trying to find. There’s no way to just browse through the quests you have pending, an option that would have been really handy. But you’ll still be referring to your journal constantly. (para. 11)


Inventory lists and interfaces in DRPGs would continue to be a problem for the genre.
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Figure 2.6 Morrowind inventory menu.


Both Daggerfall and Morrowind featured quest inventory systems that read like journals, as if the player-character were keeping a diary of her adventures. While this choice might seem like it maintains player immersion, in fact it can increase the player’s disorientation. With journal notations like “I should see this person in this region,” the note encourages exploration but does little to efficiently advance the quest’s narrative. Morrowind therefore represents the key difficulty in open-world, sandbox games: the yin and yang between exploration and narrative. This problem might be in part explained by the two definitions of games Jesper Juul described as “game of emergence” and “games of progression” (2002). For brevity, we will use the terms “emergent” and “progressional.” According to Juul, emergent games contain few rules, but a varying number of ways to achieve success in or complete the game.

Progressional games require a procedure, or series of steps, to complete the game. Card and board games are emergent games; the rules in Chess are fairly simple, but there are an infinite number of strategies to win the game. Most DRPGs are progressional games, because players must usually complete a number of quests to complete the game. Open-world games in many ways try to be both emergent and progressional. Most open-world games feature a main quest containing several adventures which must be completed to advance the narrative and complete the game. Most DRPGs also contain side quests which are ancillary to the game’s primary narrative, and are optional for the player. In an open-world game, players are often free to explore the game’s world, traveling from region to region, completing side quests and often ignoring the game’s main quest.

But as game worlds increased in size with each PC hardware innovation and developers continued to expand the size of open-world games, the need for players to organize and track their gear, loot, finances, and quests increased exponentially. New problems would therefore emerge for developers: how could they maintain their game’s immersive qualities, and still keep the player organized and oriented in the game world? One of the most significant pitfalls of open-world games is that players have a tendency to feel lost in the game’s environment. Daggerfall certainly has that problem, as does Morrowind. Based in part on their origins in D&D, DRPGs most often feature a main quest that roughly follows the monomyth as detailed in Joseph Campbell’s The Hero with a Thousand Faces (1949). Beginning with the first open-world DRPG, Nintendo’s The Legend of Zelda in 1986, in which the hero Link embarks on a quest to save Princess Zelda, even open-world games have featured the heroic epic quest, which usually includes saving the world from an evil menace.

The heroic monomyth and fantasy have always been intertwined; the hero’s journey is simply an accepted—and more to the point, expected—feature of fantasy stories. The player-character’s status in Morrowind as the Nerevarine and as the vanquisher of an evil wizard who plots to gain the Nerevarine powers for himself certainly qualify as decidedly epic. But the sheer number of side quests in Morrowind can potentially dilute the urgency of the main quest, as side quests can in any DRPG. In D&D, the DM can always find creative ways to nudge the players back onto the main quest, or simply not allow the players to divert from it. In a DRPG however, the player is in control, especially in an open world. That aspect of player control in both Daggerfall and Morrowind became both a blessing and a curse for Bethesda.

In one sense, open-world environments moved DRPGs closer to the free-form experience of D&D. In another sense, however, open worlds in games created a host of narrative problems, many of which may be intractable because of player control in DRPGs. Games featuring emergent narratives are dependent on player control; progressional games are dependent on game designer control. Further complicating the development of emergent narrative in games is its improvisatory nature. As Walsh (2011) described it, emergent narrative is similar to dramatic improvisation, which “emerges from the interactions among the members of the group—that is, the elements of the system” (76). D&D is just such an improvisation. In attempting to create that D&D improvisatory, emergent narrative impression in Morrowind, the game’s designers added hundreds of side quests that are entirely at the player’s discretion to complete. Since these quests can be acquired randomly—for instance, if a player enters a game environment and chooses to interact with an NPC who provides a quest—they require interaction between the player and the game. Aylett (1999) defined this interaction as emergent. At 490, the sheer number of available quests in Morrowind make the game truly gargantuan in scope, and an emergent narrative that would likely be different for nearly every player.

Although a great step forward, Morrowind was far from perfect as a truly emergent narrative. For one thing, while there are hordes of NPCs, most of them have limited scope. They are repetitive and dull by today’s gaming standards. As Kasavin (2002) explained,


interacting with characters is a pretty detached process that boils down to scrolling through a list of available topics of conversation. You’ll also notice how nonplayer characters in Morrowind generally just stand there, doing nothing. Even when you come visit them in a pub or in their homes, you’ll never see them engaging in any activities whatsoever, which makes the world seem less alive than it could be. (para. 2)


William Abner (2002) also noticed this problem in his review for Gamespy:


There are times when the game world isn’t as reactionary as it should be. For instance, during an impressive looking sandstorm, people in cities continue to go about their business, oblivious to the dangerous weather that is moving through the town. Walking down a beaten path on the way to another town, a thug stands in the middle of the road, but he’ll only demand money if you talk to him. Otherwise, he’ll let you pass without incident. (para. 16)


Finally, when gamers decide to go truly off-script, such as committing crimes or killing random strangers, one never knows what will happen. The player-character in Morrowind may become immediately known throughout the land as a criminal, even as the person she has decided to bludgeon with her axe stares at her player-character avatar3 as if awaiting her next question.

The freedom of Morrowind’s open-world design also caused some dissatisfaction among gamers. Because of the freedom built into the game, its gameplay can feel unfocused. As designers attempted to move away from the linearity of previous titles, they also sacrificed direction for players. Morrowind was criticized at times for not creating urgency for the main quest, leaving some gamers feeling lost and searching for direction. The problem with Morrowind’s narrative was that, while free-flowing and open, its design was still not capable of truly replacing the DM in tabletop4 RPGs, and was therefore incapable of steering players away from otherwise dull or unproductive paths. In addition, traveling between destinations could be tedious, as players in Morrowind spent long minutes running from one place to another. Random encounters were always present in the wilds of Morrowind¸ but those too become repetitious. Game studies researchers of the time such as Louchart (2007) emphasized that “the importance of interactivity over plot in interactive narratives” (212), arguing that stories organized as an interactive process rather than along points of a plot line could help to reconcile many of the problems associated with Morrowind and other DRPGs of the time. Unfortunately, interactive plots in practice had yet to catch up with theory.

Still, Morrowind was huge step in the right direction for Bethesda. In terms of emergent narrative, it offered far more than any previous game. Its world is, after all, truly open to exploration, and is full of political infighting, dastardly schemes, and foes who have their own agendas well beyond simply wishing to kill the player-character. There is plenty of combat in the game, but shrewd players could find multiple paths to success and could count on multiple plot twists to hold their interest. The game’s innumerable side quests were equally attractive; as Brenesal (2002) reflected, “I’ve been asked to rescue people, buy things, build things, learn spells, convince people, locate anything from herbs to books to wine, steal items (a lot, as you might expect, by the Thieves’ Guild), and lead a fellow guild member from one location to another” (para. 8). Morrowind’s greatest step forward were these types of events. They were not main quests of their own account, but taken together they collectively opened the world of Morrowind to a more exciting player existence than had ever been achieved before.

BioWare Advances Technical Communication

While developers at Bethesda were focusing on making truly open gaming worlds a reality, BioWare developers were developing the sequel to Baldur’s Gate. Early in 2000, BioWare had released MDK2, an action-adventure shooter game, through Interplay for the PC, PlayStation 2, and the Sega Dreamcast. Almost exclusively the brainchild of BioWare cofounder Greg Zeschuk and programmer Cameron Tofer, MDK2 was a sequel to Shiny Entertainment’s MDK, a PC-exclusive game. As BioWare’s first foray into the console market, MDK2 released to positive reviews and strong sales. Once again, BioWare stayed ahead of the competition. The company would then parlay their lead into another sequel, but this time for one of their original titles—Baldur’s Gate.

In 2000, two years before Morrowind’s release, and while Bethesda was still scrambling with a collection of games in development that would go nowhere or produce poor sales, Baldur’s Gate II (BGII) launched with nearly every feature the design team had envisioned for the game at inception, and this included everything the team wished they could have accomplished with the first Baldur’s Gate game. With over 200 hours of playable content (Muzyka 2001, Gamelengths.com 2018), BGII improved in nearly every way on the original game. And the 95 aggregate Metacritic critical score (Metacritic Baldur’s Gate II 2019) suggested that BGII was poised for blockbuster status.

Produced again with Black Isle Studios, BGII grossed 4 million dollars in the first two weeks following the game’s release as a PC-exclusive title on September 21, 2000. By then, online viral marketing, used to create buzz, was already being effectively used by game companies to promote their games well in advance of launch dates. The E3 gaming convention, which at that time was a trade show for game companies and games press media,5 provided a convenient platform to showcase games, combined with interviews by gaming trade magazines and web sites. At E3 2000, the ign.com staff was granted a closed-doors preview of BGII in May 2000, and then published released screenshots of the game in the months prior to BGII’s September release (IGN 2000). In their review of BGII, the IGN staff focused on the game’s character-creation system, because “anyone who plays an RPG knows that the characters are at the heart of the experience” (para. 5). The BioWare staff had recognized that RPG characters are the modus operandi of the game experience (Black 2017), and ensured that the character-creation system in BGII was robust.
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Figure 2.7 Baldur’s Gate II character screen.


The BGII character screen contains all the essential information of a D&D character sheet, ostensibly to provide players with the feeling that they’re playing a traditional D&D game that uses all the system’s rules. And in fact, that’s exactly what players were doing when they played both Baldur’s Gate games. BioWare also designed BGII adopting the forthcoming D&D third edition rules, which were advanced to them by Wizards of the Coast, who had owned D&D since 1997. This new rules adoption for BGII provided a PR and marketing bonus for both BioWare and Wizards of the Coast.

New player classes were introduced in BGII, including D&D player favorites: monks, barbarians, and sorcerers, along with more complex third edition rules that made gameplay more like traditional RPGs. The game also brought in additional character bonuses and weaknesses, depending upon the character’s class, to make the game more realistic. And finally, players were allowed to import their party groups from the original Baldur’s Gate, thereby allowing them to continue the adventure with well-known characters. In sum, BioWare had thoroughly integrated the long list of D&D rules into their world. In technical communication terms, the design of BGII did more to incorporate technical information into gaming than any game prior to its release. BioWare made a conscious effort to devote system resources to the CPU in its role as DM, and in doing so created a game far more capable of rendering technical data into gameplay than its predecessors.

In fact, by the time BGII launched in 2000, the game actually had too much to communicate. As various incarnations of D&D’s rules had been published, they had become increasingly more constrictive of gameplay and more complex. While additions of these rules helped to alleviate many of the infamous rules fights that were common among traditional RPG players, it also meant that BGII had to incorporate all the additions. However, the game did make important strides in displaying technical information in game. Many players, uninterested in slogging through the statistical charts of the official D&D manuals sought easier ways to understand the game. Many others did not care by this time, having entered the world of DRPGs through their computer, rather than through tabletop RPG rulebooks. In response, BioWare incorporated several information displays that would become staples of the industry, including mini-maps, character statistic displays, and quick-key item readouts.
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Figure 2.8 Baldur’s Gate II game screen.


The game uses an isometric, “top down” view, with game controls and menu functions on the left, and with character icons representing the player’s avatar and her companions. A tool bar at the screen’s bottom allows players to quickly use spells, items, and weapons. All of this technical content would find its way into most company’s future DRPGs. With the Baldur’s Gate series, BioWare had truly established the DRPG visual and technical content standards.

Technical Communication and Morrowind

In the Morrowind manual, Bethesda seemed to take almost an anti-D&D—and thereby an anti-BioWare position by association—approach. Players are told by the manual that there are three ways to increase skills.


1. By using them repeatedly

2. By purchasing training

3. By reading books within the game


Although the explanation of gameplay is not entirely statistic-free, the game manual makes a decided effort to avoid explanation of game calculations beyond those of weapon damage.
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Figure 2.9 Morrowind official manual.


However, what the manual does do is to textually create a vast and interwoven world for players, including a lengthy backstory, six different schools of magic, eight different pieces of armor to be worn, weapons of all types, potions, enchanting, and spell making. Morrowind also made vast improvements to in-game statistical representation compared to Daggerfall. Players were even allowed to create their own character class in Morrowind, which is a major step forward.
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Figure 2.10 Morrowind player record screen.


Players strongly approved of the enhanced, easily accessed statistics from the in-game screen with the exception of the quest journal, the game’s system that keeps track of what has been done and needs to be done—which quickly became overwhelming for players and virtually useless for communicating technical information.

But while Morrowind, like other titles in the Elder Scrolls series, does not use D&D terminology straight from the game books, it does divide player skills and attributes in such a way that traditional RPG players would understand them and newer DRPG players would not overwhelmed by a lengthy learning curve. But as is always the case, the game didn’t please everyone, and some traditional RPG players found the game’s manual confusing for combat. In his review, Brenesal (2002) complained that the game is


straightforward but tricky in the manual when they explain what affects those modifiers. While you might think they rely upon only improved major and minor skills, that’s never actually stated; instead, the text says, Certain attributes will show a bonus, which is determined by which skills you have increased since you last raised level. (para. 8)


Morrowind also didn’t provide players with any real sense of how their character was improving during gameplay. Combat in Morrowind gameplay is also simple on the surface, but frustrating in practice. The game skillfully removes the arithmetic when defeating foes, while ensuring players that their skills are being applied to combat. Players can also further simplify combat by selecting the “always choose best attack” option, which eliminates the need to control hacking or slashing movements while still providing more experienced players extra control over their movements. Even so, looking back at the actual combat in Morrowind provides a reminder of how far DRPGs have come since those early days. As Kasavin (2002) detailed,


Avoiding combat in Morrowind can be difficult and at times impossible. And the combat itself leaves a lot to be desired. It’s purely a hack-and-slash affair against enemies that mostly just rush right at you, and while you can execute three different types of attacks with your melee weapons, that’s about the only positive way to describe the combat. Considering that the game tells you outright when a chest is trapped or when you’ve succeeded at persuading someone, it’s surprising that Morrowind provides so little information about what’s happening in a fight. (para. 9)


For all its effort into making the game a more realistic affair and less rule-driven, communicating a realistic fight is beyond the limits of Morrowind and confusing for players. Gamespy (2002) pointed out that there are no health bars on the screen for monsters during a fight, which prevents players from knowing if, for example, they might want to run away from an unwinnable battle with a superior computer-generated opponent.

Morrowind does however remove some of the statistical limitations that many nontraditional RPG players found annoying. For example, D&D always imposed limitations concerning what types of characters could wield certain weapons. If players wanted to be a sorcerer but still carry a battle axe and wear armor so they didn’t die as the result of an opponent’s first sword hit, those hapless sorcerer players were out of luck. Morrowind eliminates those types of class distinctions, allowing players to choose their own skills. At the same time, creating a character and choosing traits still has solid implications for each player’s game experience. Furthermore, in an effort to appease players already looking for more control and freedom, Bethesda for the first time allowed players behind the development curtain. Refined controls in Morrowind also created what Gregersen and Grodal (2009) termed “augmented embodiment” (69)—the integration of game systems that contribute to a player’s sense of increased agency.

Modding Emerges as a Technical Communication Tool

Morrowind shipped with the game’s construction set—exactly the same software that the Bethesda design team had used to create the game. The construction set would allow players to modify the game content, further extending their control over the game’s world. Modding, as it would come to be called, was a new form of interaction between gamers, developers, and game products. Much has been written about the legal issues surrounding modding, the online communities that arise because of modding, and the strain that modding has often placed on the relationship between developers and gamers (Gee and Tran 2015; Kow and Nardi 2010; Postigo 2008), especially regarding access to and control over games (Consalvo 2007). Modding has also been characterized as a source of free labor for game developers (Hong 2013). However, modding, apart from how technical communicators can fit into the game industry (Moeller 2016; Mason 2013b), is not often discussed as an exercise in technical communication. According to accepted definitions of technical communication, modding is just that.

The web site for the Society for Technical Communication (STC) defines technical communication as follows:

Technical communication is a broad field and includes any form of communication that exhibits one or more of the following characteristics:


• Communicating about technical or specialized topics, such as computer applications, medical procedures, or environmental regulations.

• Communicating by using technology, such as web pages, help files, or social media sites.

• Providing instructions about how to do something, regardless of how technical the task is or even if technology is used to create or distribute that communication. (STC 2019)


Modding computer games goes beyond simply envisioning something different for a game. Although many modifications created by players are minor, such as offering the ability to change a character’s hair or eye color, many mods go much further. More elaborate mods add levels to games, change the theme of the game, or create entirely new games based on the original content (Scacchi 2010).

Regardless of the depth of the modification, modders must work with the code of the game to make changes, which qualifies as technical—a specialized topic. Furthermore, they must communicate with others, both expert and nonexpert alike, in order for specialized knowledge that has been put to use in creating a mod and the goals of that mod to be understood by others. As Mason (2013b) described, “Modern gamers routinely read and compose technical genres, and online gaming forums are full of discussions about topics that in more professional venues would be labeled interface design, information management, or systems development” (221). Discussing the technical knowledge required to modify games requires modders to adapt messages to each other’s skill level, to work together, and to use multiple forms of digital communication to affect mod changes. To accomplish those tasks, modders must interpret technical information for different audiences and pick the right medium for its delivery, just as technical communicators do. Players then document and distribute those mods (Nardi and Kallinikos 2010)—yet another common technical communication activity.

The resulting changes to a game often both extend the life of the game and draw more players to the game. In doing so, mods can act as a form of technical marketing communication by creating buzz in online communities and by drawing new players to a game as well as drawing experienced players back to a game. At the same time, mods and modding sites empower the masses with specialized knowledge once reserved for professional game developers (Beggs 2012), and makes their experience with games more pleasurable and personal.

Communicating by Using Technology

If anything is true of the modding community, it is that its members communicate almost exclusively through technology. They use that technology to communicate complex information to one another. As Unger (2012) attested regarding modders, “It is hard to find another community that manipulates and redistributes its media in such a deep way” (509). But those manipulations and distributions do not follow consistent trends of such practices for normal products. Wikis, forums, web sites, and other forms of online communication provide the vast majority of both instructional and social support for modding. Although friendships developed through modding may lead to more traditional forms of communication, online interaction is the norm, and is almost always the beginning of those friendships. Therefore, would-be modders must learn to communicate online and to tailor their messages to the modding community’s standards using modding community methods.

However, modding drives would-be creators toward learning to communicate in other ways as well. As Loh and Byun (2009) detailed from their own experience in mod creation, they had to learn to perform tasks such as conducting background research, negotiating ideas with other modding team members, and brainstorming ideas for narratives. All of these tasks are at the core of technical communication work, and modders learn to strategically and tactically communicate their ideas to others (Nardi and Kallinikos 2010) in order for their mods to proliferate. In this way, modding communities represent what Kimball (2017) referred to as tactical technical communication, and by using technology to communicate about technology, modders have embraced what Thominet (2018) called an emerging user-centered design practice.

Providing Instructions—Technology of How to Do Something

Most modders learn to mod from other modders or from web sites set up to provide modding training for specific games. They can do so because people from their own ranks so enthusiastically provide instruction to their fellow modders. Modders also often have direct access to the best of their ranks. Grace and Maher (2014), for example, showed that the best Chinese modders are actively engaged in educating others via modding communities. Modders, by learning from the best, can learn “valuable programming, game design, and artistic skills that are valued by commercial game developers” (Wallace 2014: 22). And, in fact, some modders become so proficient with those skills that they actually find employment with game companies through their mod creations (Postigo 2010).

Modding as a career gateway is important because, as Sotamaa (2010) showed, advanced modding knowledge is not acquired through formal education. Modders are able to hone their skills so expertly in part because online communities not only provide instruction and guidance for modders, but also provide feedback as well. When a modder posts a newly finished piece of game code, it can be used and evaluated by other gamers. Hence, the ultimate technical communication audience for modders is readily available and willing to interact with its own. And modders are acutely aware of audience concerns, as most online modding communities focus on the skills needed to modify a particular game (Postigo 2010). Thus, not only do those online communities provide instruction for creating mods, but they also provide instructions for improving mods via user comments and targeted technical communication. Many working technical communicators would revel in such a luxury, and modders, including students (Moberly and Moeller 2014), become more in tune with what both players and game companies want (Ashton 2010). So if we accept that technical communication can be described as communicating about technical or specialized topics, communicating by using technology, and providing instructions about how to do something, then we must include modding and the activities that go along with modding as technical communication activities.

Emergent Narrative and Baldur’s Gate II

The BioWare design team also created a seamless opening to the game—one which assumes players had completed Baldur’s Gate I. In BGII, the player-character wakes up in a dungeon laboratory, unaware of how she got there, or why she’s being held prisoner. By making this assumption and therefore drastically reducing the game’s introductory content, the BioWare staff could more quickly immerse players in the game’s narrative and environments, creating what McMahan (2003) described as “presence” (68), or “the feeling of being there” (68). Those environments in BGII were impressive. The game’s designers were fully proficient with the Infinity engine, having honed their skills creating the first Baldur’s Gate. The design team could therefore push the Infinity engine’s capabilities far beyond what they believed possible in the first game. The game’s graphic quality had been the BioWare team’s top priority, which included better screen resolution and 3D support for the latest generation of PC graphics cards (Muzyka 2001).

The result of that focus was astonishing for its era. Nearly every review praised on the game’s graphic quality and detailed environments, from dungeons to taverns, and from city streets to dense forests. Most reviewers focused however on the way players could control various aspects of the game’s story, ranging from choosing side quests to selecting companion NPCs. The goal of player choice in BGII was, according to BioWare cofounder Ray Muzyka, the game’s principal design. Muzyka recalled that the BGII design team prioritized design in which the players would always feel as though their actions mattered, and players could affect the game world. In addition, the player’s customized character should be reflected in the game world, so players would believe the game adapted to their style of play (Muzyka 2001).

Also, the BioWare design team created romantic subplots in BGII, through which the game’s NPC companions could develop an attraction to the game’s player-character. Romantic subplots weren’t new in digital games; Square (later Square Enix) included character romances built into the game’s narrative in their Final Fantasy series for the PlayStation console (Consalvo 2003). The BioWare team, however, made romances dynamic; an NPC companion might flirt with the player-character, but the player-character would have to choose a dialogue option that reciprocated the NPC’s affection. Romances in Baldur’s Gate therefore would begin as friendship, then develop into sexual attraction. On occasion, players in BGII might unwittingly instigate a romance by simply choosing a friendly or compassionate response to an NPC’s dialogue; the player-character might therefore eventually find herself the unwanted object of an NPC companion’s attraction.

Romances added to the immersive RPG quality of BGII, and were destined to become a standard feature of BioWare games, becoming so popular that gaming web sites regularly devoted articles speculating on BioWare romances during the prerelease phase, and reviewing romance options in lengthy articles and wiki pages after the game’s launch. Once again, BioWare had tapped into an aspect of traditional narrative structure that resonated with players.

The progressive romance options in BGII further provided players with the sense that they were in control of their player-character’s effect on the game world. Interaction with NPCs seems also to have a far greater popular effect with players than choosing which side quests to complete, or which environments to explore in a game.

The reason for this effect may be best understood through the principle of “character attachment” defined by Lewis, Weber, and Bowman (2008) as a psychological identification with a character—the projection onto a game avatar that the avatar and the player are the same person; the avatar is merely a game representation or surrogate of the player herself. Lewis et al.’s definition of character attachment is informed by several psychological studies of viewer identification with television and film characters—specifically how viewers develop sometimes intense attachments to fictional screen characters (Lewis, Weber, and Bowman 2008: 515). Lewis et al. argued that in digital games, these intense attachments are stronger than those for film and television characters because of game players’ ability to control actions and in-game responses of the character. In effect, digital game player-characters are the player. This immersive attachment to a player’s character, combined with the addition of romantic subplots with NPCs in BGII and the popularity of those romantic subplots, provided BioWare with a new marketing tool to promote their games, and would also become a standard feature of every future BioWare game. BioWare’s design and marketing teams would discover, however, that in-game romance subplots would become something of a narrative shackle. As the company’s games would become increasingly popular, and as the company’s profile and market share grew, BioWare would continue to mine player-character in-game romances for marketing purposes. They would also exploit social media discussions surrounding those romances and their novelty as a key part of branding their game design.

Game Branding and Social Media

BioWare’s spiritual sequel to BGII would test the waters of multiplayer games, a potentially lucrative platform that would further approximate the pen-and-paper RPG experience of several friends around a table, playing a game. Time-sharing network technology had matured as PC processing power rapidly improved in the 1990s, and offered a rich market for game companies, as quests could continually be added to a game, but locked behind a pay wall; players would therefore have to pay for new quests. Thus, the potential revenue stream for companies with multiplayer games was conceivably limitless. This was not the first time BioWare had experimented with multiplayer modes, however; both Baldur’s Gate games included co-op modes where up to six players could play at the same time.

BioWare’s new game Neverwinter Nights—which had actually been in development for five years prior to its 2002 release—was something entirely different. The PC version game shipped with a toolset for the game that was based on the Aurora engine developed by BioWare specifically for Neverwinter Nights. The Aurora engine and its toolset allowed players to become virtual DMs and create their own campaigns or environments on one of the game’s servers. Although the game could be played solo without logging on to one of the online servers, Neverwinter Nights had far more robust multiplayer potential. Up to seventy-two players could play at one time on a single server, and the number of Neverwinter Nights servers grew exponentially. Multiplayer versions of Neverwinter Nights continue to run on nearly 200 servers worldwide—with most sponsored by Beamdog, LLC, a game company formed by one-time BioWare founder and employee Trent Oster, and whose company now owns the licenses for the Baldur’s Gate and Neverwinter Nights game series.

With Neverwinter Nights, BioWare had firmly entered the realm of online, multiplayer game design. Players could at last be both player and DM in a game. More importantly, BioWare was establishing itself as a company that understood what players wanted in a DRPG—the full pen-and-paper experience, but on a computer. The multiplayer elements of BGII and Neverwinter Nights moved closer to that approximation, and also fostered a by-product of cocreation: fan entitlement. As BioWare’s management would discover in the coming years, pressure would mount with each title to further develop players’ options, choices, and content variety in BioWare games. And as social media emerged just a few years after Neverwinter Nights’ release, the pressure would galvanize. In 2002, no one spotted the ominous specter of fan culture which would surface in the coming years. Instead, Muzyka and Zeschuk could at last celebrate their company’s continuous success. Neverwinter Nights gave BioWare the capital and revenue stream they needed; while concurrently Bethesda continued to struggle even after the success of Morrowind. BioWare was enjoying a string of successes and had established themselves as a force in the DRPG world—a force predicated on strong, complex narrative content and rich, psychologically complex game characters. BioWare now had its brand.

Branding as a function of technical communication is not widely studied within the discipline. Ironically, branding as a function of social media and technical communication via social media both are. It is the confluence of these genres that truly have an impact on digital game branding. It is well established at this point that branding and social media are inextricable. However, in 2005 this relationship had not been entrenched. Despite that fact, game companies were among the first types of businesses to establish online branding mechanisms through virtual social worlds and media channels. Shing and Pang (2015) explained why: “Just because an organization includes a phone number or e-mail address on its Web site, it does not necessarily mean that the organization actively engages in two-way conversations with its public” (191). As Shing and Pang (2015) attested, branding through online mediums requires more than simply posting information and entertainment in an attempt to make customers feel part of a brand experience. Coca-Cola and others have failed miserably in their attempts to do just that. Holt (2016) surmised this as well:


Social media was supposed to usher in a golden age of branding. But things didn’t turn out that way. Marketers originally thought that Facebook, YouTube, and Twitter would let them bypass mainstream media and connect directly with customers. Hoping to attract huge audiences to their brands, they spent billions producing their own creative content. But consumers never showed up. (40)


Instead, consumers need to feel that they are part of the experience, not just spectators. Creating that feeling requires two-way communication and management of a brand’s image. And during 1999–2005, BioWare and Bethesda were establishing that two-way communication. Both companies actively courted players via social media channels—virtual social worlds—to become part of their virtual game worlds. The new, more expansive and open games offered more than a linear trajectory. They offered alternate realities. That was the brand experience that DRPG companies and players alike had been working toward and waiting for.

And it was working. Yen (2011) recounted that companies must, “(a) build a sense of membership or citizenship with the organization, (b) encourage the acceptance and communication of brand values, and (c) encourage the audience to engage in dialogue and promote the brand” (692). User forums promoted by gaming companies in the early 2000s showed that gamers were engaging in each of the activities that Yen described. In doing so players were indoctrinating other players into the brand, and also encouraging a sense of community that had not existed before. Presto—virtual social communities. Because, as Kohli, Suri, and Kapoor (2015) illustrated, “differentiation lies at the heart of branding” (36) and that “the ultimate aim of branding is a favorable response from consumers” (36), online branding was working for gaming companies. As players slowly took over the task of technical communication through social worlds, they both brought new players to their brand and differentiated their gaming worlds from those of the others by transmitting technical information to players.

However, as with virtual social worlds, this transfer of technical communication responsibility from company to players also began to transfer branding power from game companies to players. Holt (2016) declared that social media has “united once-isolated communities into influential crowdcultures. Crowdcultures are very prolific cultural innovators. Their members produce their own content—so well that companies simply can’t compete” (40). In time, users would create crowdcultures so well that they themselves would control the reality of branding. Nevertheless, in the period from 1999 to 2005 online branding was still working for game developers for two main reasons. First, players were overwhelmed with the open worlds being offered by developers, which were vastly improved and invited participation in a new paradigm. Second, developers were still largely in control of the information distributed to virtual social worlds and the content of their games.

Currently, we have the benefit of hindsight from which to view the evolution of social media. We can see the transformation as Kohli, Suri, and Kapoor did in 2015 when they predicted thus: “Not only are consumers more in command of the communication flowing toward them, but they also can initiate communication directed toward marketers. Further, interaction between customers has increased dramatically” (38). In the period between 1999 and 2005 this interaction benefited game companies. Access and a sense of community galvanized loyalty to brands. This brand loyalty provided previously unheard of possibilities for game companies because, as Laroche, Habibi, and Richard (2013) explained, “one of the main consequences of building and enhancing brand communities and consumer experience within the context of brand community is to make customers loyal to the brand” (77). And for the most part players were loyal to developer brands, while at the same time using virtual social worlds to spread the message via online word-of-mouth. As Anderson (1998) wrote right about this time, extremely dissatisfied customers engage in greater word-of-mouth than highly satisfied customers. Dissatisfaction among DRPG gamers wasn’t a problem for either Bethesda or BioWare from 1999 to 2005. Online word-of-mouth marketing was helping them tremendously while simultaneously reducing the demand for support from their customer base.

However, as Kohli, Suri, and Kapoor (2015) also pointed out,


once brands are out in the market, social media can disrupt their position because marketers have very limited control and consumers are more likely to trust their peers rather than sponsored commercial messages. As such, branding based only on heavy messaging from marketers will not work. Brands will become more transparent, and the ones that lack authenticity or the ability to deliver quality cannot succeed. (40)


Argenti (2006) said nearly the same thing almost ten years earlier, around the time of Neverwinter Nights and Baldur’s Gate:


Today, corporations have a different power dynamic with their constituents, who have ready access to the mass media and can post information on blogs or other online sources. Constituents can spread whatever stories they want from their own perspectives, making them part of the public record. This ready access to such public forums has made developing and attacking corporations easy for communities of antagonists, who are not held to the same level of accountability as corporations. (362)


Questions concerning authenticity and quality would come much later for game companies. We will return to this looming problem in later chapters, but for the time being both Bethesda and BioWare were riding a wave of online branding through technical communication that they had never experienced. The resulting sense of community from online branding efforts only served to enhance the reputations of both companies.

The Burgeoning Power of Fan Forums

The BGII design team also utilized another form of technical communication via online message boards that the company had created. Players could discuss their gaming experiences, and in doing so create a core fan base that BioWare could access for information on customer opinion. While these were still the internet’s early years, and online discussion board forums weren’t as ubiquitous as they are today, the mere presence of message boards as an online gathering place for fans would revolutionize how game developers—and nearly anyone else with a product or service—would reach their target customers.

However, once fans realize game designers are online and communicating with them, a peculiar dynamic occurs. Game designer access becomes something of an entitlement; once a developer breaks the invisible wall between creator and user, that wall can never entirely be rebuilt. Once fans become accustomed to game designer presence in discussion boards, fans then begin to expect that presence and thereafter demand it. Suggestions for improving the game have an interesting way of becoming expectations for implementation; fans expect to see their suggestions coded in the game.

This entitlement mentality isn’t limited to games of course, but it does seem to root itself firmly in gaming culture, perhaps because of digital game’s interactive nature. In RPGs especially, players become emotionally attached to their characters (Korkeila and Hamari 2020; Hart 2017; Zook 2012; Gee 2008; McMahan 2003). This attachment is understandable, given the hours players likely spend role-playing as these characters, developing the characters’ abilities, and sharing in a living history with other players of the game. Fan forum discussion boards are therefore a natural extension of the cooperative mentality that RPGs require and cultivate. Players want to share their experience with others, and online discussion boards give them a tool for doing just that. But when something goes wrong in a tabletop RPG, players can simply complain to the DM at the table’s other end. With a DRPG, until discussion boards there had been little opportunity for access. Online forums, and later social media, would grant unprecedented access to game companies and design teams, and usher in an era when players would be treated as experts. Within five years of the BGII launch, Yelp, Twitter, and Facebook would again create a sea change in DRPG sales and marketing.

The Force Is with BioWare

During the final months of development on BGII in 1999, Muzyka and Zeschuk had parlayed their emerging brand into a conversation with LucasArts to develop a Star Wars game in the BioWare style—a DRPG with an engrossing narrative, complex characters, and of course, romantic entanglements between the player-character and NPCs in the game. This title would also allow BioWare to move into the console market, which absorbed an increasing share of DRPGs. Effectively, BioWare had also grown enough to actively develop Neverwinter Nights and their Star Wars game at the same time. The company had also acquired a core group of producers, writers, and game designers who would shape the company’s brand for years to come, and perhaps even indelibly. Casey Hudson was tapped to produce and direct the Star Wars game, with Drew Karpyshyn, who had signed on with BioWare during the development of BGII, as lead writer. BioWare also decided to abandon the isometric graphics of their previous DRPGs, and create a new engine that rendered 3D models. Using Neverwinter Nights’ Aurora engine as its basis, the BioWare team created the Odyssey engine, which allowed 3D characters and environments. Star Wars: Knights of the Old Republic (KOTOR) was released for the PC and Xbox on July 15, 2003, after two delays. Multiplayer was nixed so the development team could concentrate on the game’s narrative and 3D design, but the move to 3D proved arduous, and the game’s launch was delayed twice as a result (Parker 2004).

This time, BioWare was engaging a fanbase far larger than the D&D Forgotten Realms of the Baldur’s Gate series. After five films to that time and twenty-five years of merchandising and nostalgia, Star Wars carried the prodigious weight of perhaps the largest and most vocal fan base of any popular film series in cinematic history. The series also had become nearly ubiquitous in gaming, with dozens of titles—mostly arcade or action-adventure—already crowding retail shelves. Expectations were therefore perhaps somewhere north of unreasonable. Hudson and Karpyshyn stuck with two formulas to satisfy both Star Wars and now BioWare fans—include all the trappings of a Star Wars story, while adding the strong narrative, psychologically complex characters, and in-game romantic subplots that fans were expecting after BGII. In his review of the game for IGN (2003), Aaron Boulding detailed the features that made BioWare’s version a very Star Wars game.

Before you’re done with KOTOR, you will:


• train at the Jedi Academy which includes learning the Jedi Code and the meaning behind a lightsaber’s color.

• walk into a cantina on Tattoine where the bartender won’t like you … and the bounty hunters won’t like you either!

• find somebody’s lack of faith disturbing.

• explore the forest world of Kashyyk and see what “Return of the Jedi” was supposed to look like if we’d had Wookies instead of Ewoks in treetop villages.

• face your former master again after all these years.

• space-walk on the surface of a battleship.


Maybe unwittingly, BioWare was engaging in a two-way communication practice by giving fans what they wanted—and KOTOR demonstrated they knew how. KOTOR’s Metacritic score after the game’s July 15, 2003, release date was industry testimony that player choice didn’t necessarily mean simply the freedom to wander that Bethesda’s Morrowind offered. Freedom in a DRPG could be equally successful if players believed they had agency in the game’s narrative. In KOTOR, the game’s player-character could choose to embrace either the light or dark side of the Force—the quintessential Star Wars dilemma—and thus effect the game’s narrative climax and ending. In his review of KOTOR for IGN, Boulding commented on how the game “covers every single angle in terms of audience expectations” (5). KOTOR set a high bar for expectations of a BioWare game, and established a set of precedents for fan appeasement that would hover over every subsequent company title.

At this point, it’s probably necessary to distinguish fan appeasement from fan service. In Japanese anime and manga cultures, “fan service,” or sābisu katto in Japanese, refers to gratuitous material, usually of a sexually suggestive nature most often objectifying the female body (Russell 2008). Although the term has separated itself from strictly sexual content among Western audiences and has found its way into media discussions, fan service remains a practice in which superfluous content is injected into a narrative with the intent to satisfy readers, viewers, or players. By contrast, we will define fan appeasement as a series of planned and repeated strategies with the intent to satisfy customers before, during, and after delivery of a product or service. As such, fan appeasement may be analyzed as a technical communication practice.

The Baldur’s Gate series and KOTOR established BioWare as masters of fan appeasement: adopt an already highly popular science fiction or fantasy franchise, and port that franchise’s world into a DRPG. To a degree, Arneson and Gygax had done the same thing with the original D&D, which was essentially a Tolkien port, sans copyrighted names and places unique to Tolkien’s Middle Earth.6 BioWare merely used the already wildly popular Forgotten Realms campaign setting for D&D—a setting which had accumulated a vast amount of transmedia lore in the eleven years between its release and BioWare’s Baldur’s Gate. By using this preestablished, rich fantasy world and constructing Baldur’s Gate and BGII around the D&D rules system, BioWare had most of the difficult work already done for them. The game settings were preestablished, and the Forgotten Realms was filled with characters that would be recognizable to anyone who had played the D&D game. There was something thrilling about interacting with NPCs from the Forgotten Realms, and about defeating monsters unique to the D&D game.

With Star Wars, however, fan popularity stretched back ten years prior to the Forgotten Realms and represented a worldwide demographic and nearly two generations. Parents who had grown up with the original Star Wars trilogy took their children to see the prequels. The bar was much higher for BioWare in appeasing fans, especially given the lukewarm critical reception of the prequel trilogy. If fan appeasement was important for Baldur’s Gate, it was downright critical for KOTOR. And BioWare nailed it. As Boulding (2003) declared in his review of the game for IGN: “Knights of the Old Republic is an outstanding game because it covers every single angle in terms of audience expectations” (5). Boulding may not have known it at the time of his review, but as internet usage grew and social media sites developed just a few years later, “audience expectations” would become a make-or-break proposition for game companies’ reputations and sales. BioWare’s own successes with their later titles would also generate fan expectations about what BioWare’s games should do and be. And BioWare would feel the burgeoning weight of those expectations.

During BioWare’s KOTOR years, players were beginning to use social media to gain a voice about their gaming preferences; game companies quickly learned that ignoring those voices would be impossible, and quite perilous. Although games were advancing rapidly during the new millennium’s first decade, social media sites were advancing even more rapidly, foreshadowing a trend that would have a huge impact on both BioWare and Bethesda. Prior to 2002, information flow from developers to players had been largely unidirectional. What information was available typically came from promotional materials or very close-knit gaming communities. Any national discussion that took place concerning DRPGs was typically confined to gaming conferences or to publications that accepted viewer comments and letters to the editor.

Unidirectional communication began to change quickly in 2002. That year, Friendster.com launched as a social networking site where members could post information about their interests. For the first time, computer users were able to host a personal “home page” in a centralized location where they could share messages and media clips, and also have online discussions. As some of the most technically savvy people using the still developing internet, DRPG players were quick to adopt the site and to make friends with other players. Friendster progressed quickly and grew to over 3 million users in only three months of operation. Shortly thereafter, MySpace.com launched its own site. Although MySpace mimicked many of the most successful features of Friendster, the site quickly overtook its rival and grew rapidly to over 100 million users in the next three years. Then in 2004 and 2005, Facebook and YouTube joined the game, followed by Twitter in 2006. The rest is a history that is still evolving; game companies have been racing to keep up ever since.

Looking Ahead: Communication Convergence Signals New Power

During the middle years of the new century’s (and new millennium’s) first decade, Bethesda and BioWare both released games in advance of new Microsoft (Xbox 360 in 2005) and Sony (PlayStation 3 in 2006) console launches: BioWare’s Jade Empire in 2005 and Bethesda’s Oblivion in 2006. While Jade Empire was a new IP exclusively for the Xbox 360, Oblivion continued Bethesda’s medieval fantasy Elder Scrolls saga, and was released on PC, console, and mobile platforms. Thus, Bethesda’s product disbursement generated marketing buzz across every game community, whereas the limited reach of Jade Empire, in addition to its status as a new IP, couldn’t sustain the constant discussion needed to keep games profitable. Bethesda also continued to embrace fan modding of the games, further coalescing fan networks into loyal consumers of the Elder Scrolls franchise. In Chapter 3, we’ll chart the explosion of fan communities on the internet, and the revolution in game marketing that resulted from social media’s emergence as technical communication for and about games during the first decade of the 2000s.
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Crowdsourcing—The Game Changer

Arguably, the most significant development in digital game technical communication during the 2000s was the growth of player agency into player power. Wikis and fan forums gave rise to the modding community; thereafter modders would increasingly see themselves as codesigners of games. In a very real way, they were. The decade would also experience the rise of social media, an enormous convergence of online voices that would rapidly spread throughout the world, creating new opportunities for game companies to advertise and connect with their fans. Social media would also present a number of thorny challenges for companies as fans galvanized in online spaces, demanding an increasingly active role in all phases of game development, even after a game’s release. In Chapter 3, we’ll describe the theory of communication convergence, and how Bethesda and BioWare harnessed their new connections with fans. We’ll also discuss the idea of cocreation, and how empowered fans became self-appointed game designers.

Convergence Patterns in Communication

The biggest change afforded to gamers by the rise of social media was the fit of a voice. No longer subject to the unilateral flow of information, they could now share their own thoughts (and complaints) about games. This was a major shift in communication for and about gaming companies, and especially about individual titles. Although formal structures do exist for communication flow in most organizations or industries, there is also an informal element to these communication structures that often defines much of the communication that takes place (Rogers and Kincaid 1981: 24). Certain networks form within organizations and industries that control the flow of information apart from formal structure. Eventually, certain patterns form. In a sense, they resemble the path water takes in a stream as the flow becomes normalized over time. A channel forms, and almost all water follows that path to its ultimate source. The same can be said of information. As individuals become comfortable with others as sources of information, they tend to follow the same path when they seek more information.

Different structures of information flow from different areas, much as different streams develop. They are influenced by their surroundings. Informational structures are also influenced by their surroundings because of social variables and the personality variables of the potential adopters such as ability to cope with uncertainty, attitude toward science and technology, skepticism, and aspirations. In addition, information flow is influenced by the communication behaviors of potential adopters, such as social participation, interconnectedness within social networks, exposure to change agents, and exposure to an overall network of communication. Eventually, communication networks develop that are a mix of formal and informal communication channels.

Rogers and Kincaid (1981) developed a theory which broke from traditional linear models of communication because of Rogers and Kincaid’s focus on networks of participants. In their view, communication in social networks often involves two or more persons sharing information simultaneously in order to reach mutual understanding. They call this process convergence (Rogers and Kincaid 1981: 31). This model places emphasis on the relationships between those exchanging information rather than on individuals themselves as units of analysis. Information is not a commodity to be transferred from one individual to another—in other words, not a simple give-and-take. Instead, Rogers and Kincaid define convergence as an interpersonal act complicated by special relationships, psychological bias, and mutual causation (1981: 38). Communication is not a linear act in their view, nor is communication a transfer between two isolated entities. Communication—or convergence—is a process affected by the individuals involved, their experiences, their predispositions, and their personal histories.

Humans collect and interpret information to create mutual understanding. Most of our time, in fact, is spent searching for collective purposes and communicating about our search. Once our purpose has been established, true convergence can take place. As Rogers and Kincaid (1981) put it,


The process of convergence implies that a goal already exists at the time of a communication event. Which is the primary purpose that already exists when information is exchanged? The primary purpose of this human communication is to define and to understand reality so that other human purposes can be achieved. The primary purpose of communication as mutual understanding is crucial: the success of all other human endeavors depends upon it. (63)


Mutual understanding of reality within communication networks is at the heart of the convergence model. As interconnected individuals share information over time, a shared reality begins to form—not because they share the same physical reality, but because they share the same information about physical reality. Indeed, perfect mutual understanding is never achieved, but it is usually unnecessary for the purposes of mutual decision making.

In essence, the convergence model of communication represents a dynamic process that takes place over time. Causation within the convergence model denotes not one-way flow of information, but is instead a mutual understanding that forms as communicators share information among members of the communication network. Convergence is not assured by this model. In fact, divergence becomes possible as well. Because mutual understanding does not guarantee agreement, individuals within a communication network may simply agree to disagree in the end. However, as information flows become patterned over time, a relatively stable network of communication emerges. Individuals that comprise the network become conduits for information flow, and over time this information flow develops patterns. Certain individuals within the network routinely communicate with other individuals within the network, and patterned flows of information are created. The most important step in determining how a communication network affects behaviors on the basis of information is determining which individuals are affecting other individuals within the system.

As routine patterns of information flow become stable, new information tends to follow the same path over time. So it is that, when innovation A is announced, person X learns of it from person G who learned of it from person Q and so on. It is this type of information flow, combined with the personal characteristics of those individuals and the social values of the communication network that determine how innovation A is received more than the attributes of innovation A itself. As information flows through this pattern of communication, it is shaped first by individual Q for individual G, who then shapes the information for individual X on the basis of the degree of convergence or divergence achieved by the communication between individuals Q and G. So, by the time information in a large communication network reaches the end of this information “food chain” it may no longer resemble what was transmitted by the original sender of the information.

On the basis of this model, Rogers and Kincaid’s analysis of communication networks is not based solely upon the information being shared and by whom, but upon “tracing specific message flows in a system and then comparing this communication structure to the social structure of the system in order to determine how such structure is interrelated with the communication network” (1981: 76). Their method of analysis makes no distinction between the sender and receiver of a message, because they are mutually communicating. Rather, the unit of analysis is the relationship between the two (or more) parties involved based on their social relationship and their positions within the flow of communication within the network.

Not only do individuals affect information that is received by others, but also groups of individuals or pairs of individuals combine to collectively converge with or diverge from the originator of the information. Likewise, groups or cliques of individuals far removed from the originator of the information may converge with or diverge from other cliques and groups. This pattern holds especially true if they already hold different values, backgrounds, educational histories, and goals. So, although a message may be sent by an individual to another individual originally, the interpretation of that information as it travels through established paths of communication will be based upon qualities of individual network units.

Convergence in Social Media

These convergence patterns are so prevalent today that we hardly notice them among our hundreds of Facebook friends and our followers on Twitter, LinkedIn, and YouTube. But in 2006 convergence practices were just starting to emerge. Within a few years of Friendster’s launch in 2002, gamers were chatting online with friends and strangers alike, posting their own video reviews of games, and gathering up followers waiting to hear their own thoughts on the latest releases. It’s easy to take these myriad forms of online communication for granted now; articles detailing social media’s impact on gaming flow from the computers of the world like water from a tap. But from 2002 to 2008, almost nobody knew what was really happening. McDonald (2010) provided an example of how much social media had changed the perception of who plays games. During a meeting held by the Triangle American Marketing Association Chapter, one topic dominated the discussion:


The dramatic changes that social media and social networking service (SNS) sites have brought on the interactive entertainment industry. Ten years ago, the demographics of gamers consisted of those stereotypical guys that sat in basements playing D&D and eating Cheetos 24/7. Nowadays, because of social media, the demographics of gamers are huge and include gamers and “non-gamers” alike. (para. 3)


The point is that we know this information about who gamers are now, but we didn’t then, and gaming companies including Bethesda and BioWare certainly didn’t know it during the first decade of the new millennium.

By 2006, a few authors such as Yee (2006) had begun to document the role of social interaction in gaming motivation, and other authors such as Cole and Griffiths (2007) and Griffiths and Light (2008) had begun to document the convergence of social media and digital gaming. But a search of relevant literature from the 2002–8 period yields surprisingly few results for social media and digital gaming. The truth, however, was that the cat was already out of the bag when it came to social media and game designers. It just hadn’t taken full effect yet. For example, the earliest gamer review of Baldur’s Gate II (BGII) didn’t appear on YouTube until sometime in 2008, nearly six years after the game’s release. But gamers were already finding ways to connect using social media and already starting to develop a collective voice. This was especially true in the burgeoning forums that game companies were already hosting on their web sites. Originally intended to be a method for stoking the popularity of current releases by sparking discussion, the forums quickly spiraled out of control. By 2002, BioWare had 250,000 registered users on its forums and had registered over a million posts. But, in 2002, most posts on the forums were truly social in nature with players asking questions about character classes, magic items, and the most satisfying non-player-character (NPC) romances. Players also posted concerning technical issues with their games on consoles or personal computers (PCs).

In addition, gamers were not satisfied with merely utilizing generic social media sites. New sites quickly emerged that specialized in gaming and gamers. Raptr launched in 2008, offering the ability to manage an online gaming profile with personal statistics, instant message other gamers, upload video clips, and join online games (Dzhingarov 2015). Raptr also took things a step further by promoting competition among its users and by including subcategories within the site for individual games and types of games, thereby allowing users to even further specialize their experience. Since their initial launch, the company has aggressively courted partnerships with other companies that would have great influence in coming years.

Around the same time, WeGame launched as a social media site intended to connect players with games that fit their profile and to also create a media platform that focused on videos and screen captures. WeGame’s creators encouraged players to compete with each other in regular categories. Similarly, Playfire also launched about the same time, founded by two individuals who had previously managed a web site dedicated to PlayStation 3 (PS3) games. The PS3 fan site had thrived and news quickly gave rise to the idea for Playfire itself, as its founders noticed that site users routinely included personal contact information in forum posts. In time those initial social sites would flourish and eventually be replaced by others, but their influence upon the ways that people communicate about games and with game companies would not diminish. And at the time, game companies sought to take full advantage of those sites while simultaneously pressing onward with new IP development.

Jade Empire

BioWare had achieved a dramatically successful convergence with Star Wars: Knights of the Old Republic (KOTOR) by merging digital role-playing game (DRPG) players with Star Wars fandom. Emboldened by their success with KOTOR, Muzyka and Zeschuk opted out of a sequel, deciding instead to focus on a completely original BioWare title for the first time. They had begun development of two games in 2001. One was a fantasy role-playing game (RPG) set in a mythical world inspired by ancient China. The other original title would be a science fiction RPG that would take place roughly 100 years in the future. Then Muzyka and Zeschuk moved into predevelopment of a medieval fantasy RPG that would act as a spiritual successor to Baldur’s Gate, but in an original setting. BioWare employees Luke Kristjanson and Mike Laidlaw were given the Far East RPG, while KOTOR veterans Casey Hudson and Drew Karpyshyn would helm the science fiction title. BGII writer David Gaider was given reign by Muzyka and Zeschuk to develop the medieval fantasy game. First on the docket would be the Far East RPG, which the team named Jade Empire.

Using the KOTOR Odyssey engine that was designed specifically for the Star Wars game, Jade Empire would also be an Xbox exclusive, and later ported to the PC. Meanwhile, Hudson and Karpyshyn would engage in a four-year development cycle for BioWare’s science fiction RPG, which would be released after 2005 for the upcoming Xbox 360. Gaider’s assignment for the medieval fantasy RPG was even less specific; his game would be released sometime after the science fiction game, which would also spend time in preproduction, though Hudson and Karpyshyn would be given less time than Gaider (Granshaw 2017). Longtime BioWare employee Jim Bishop would direct Jade Empire; Mark Darrah was also scheduled to program the game according to Kristjanson and Laidlaw’s story plan.

Darrah, Bishop, Kristjanson, and Laidlaw had a template of sorts to work with; by now BioWare had established a standard which players had come to expect after Baldur’s Gate and KOTOR. Jade Empire would follow that template: a rich game narrative with several opportunities for players to make moral and ethical choices that would affect the game’s plot, complex and engaging NPC companions with whom the player-character could develop friendships or romance, and a detailed world rich in history. Player-character customization also seemed to be emerging as a BioWare staple; BioWare had used character creation to engage players at the start of a game. The more that players could customize their player-character, the more immersed they appeared to be in the game.

In fact, reviewers began to address the variety of options players could use when designing their player-characters. In his glowing review of the game for IGN, David Cayman (2005) noted that Jade Empire begins with player creation, which according to Cayman, “is the first in a series of small details that show how polished this game is” (1). Character creation is also technical, highly specialized, and provides instructions on how to do something. Regarding the latter, character creation informs the game how the player wants her character to look and behave; it’s often the first two-way communication between the game and the player. Character creation therefore satisfies every criteria of the Society for Technical Communication’s (STC) definition of technical communication (STC 2019).

Cocreation as Technical Communication

In Bethesda and BioWare games, character creation is an act of technical communication—the establishment of an interactive relationship between developer and player through technical content. During character creation, the game’s developer invites the player to engage in a cocreative process in formation of the game’s protagonist. As Hart (2017) described, digital games “invite players to embark on an adventure as the protagonist, where their choices and skills play an important role in how the story unfolds” (para. 2). This creative process casts players as an erstwhile writer of the game’s emergent narrative, and thus provides players with a sense of ownership in the game through this cocreative process (Soler-Adillon 2019; Chauvin et al. 2015).

As an act of technical communication, character creation also serves as a contract of sorts between the game designer and player. The designer reveals how much freedom players will be allowed in the game. This feeling of freedom—or of control a player has over her in-game avatar—in part determines the player’s emotional attachment to the game (Lewis, Weber, and Bowan 2008). On occasion, that freedom or control is minimal; in Nintendo’s Legend of Zelda franchise, the player will always be Link, who embarks on a quest to save the princess Zelda. Square (later Square Enix) also gave players no character-creation choices in the eleven iterations of their Final Fantasy series. Bethesda and BioWare seemed to be onto something, however, with the degree of freedom they gave players to create and customize their player-character in The Elder Scrolls, Baldur’s Gate, KOTOR, and Jade Empire. Through the technical content of character creation, Bethesda and BioWare were effectively creating a bond with players that would drive each company’s image and brand, using what Papale (2014) called avatar “identity identification” (para. 3). Papale warned, however, of the danger inherent in oversimplification of the complex relationship players have with their avatars in RPGs (2014: para. 6). BioWare in particular would discover the dangers as well in advertising near-guarantees of player connection and identification with BioWare game avatars because of the freedom and control BioWare games allowed players.

Central to this idea of the bond between player and in-game avatar that Bethesda and BioWare were creating is the idea of “immersion,” defined by Freeman (2004) as a player’s “breadth and depth of emotions in a game or other interactive experience” (7). Identification with characters is made “immersive” as described by Freeman, because in character creation, players generate protagonists who are designed to move players through what McMahon and Henderson (2011) called “a series of affecting experiences” (1396). Players don’t necessarily create characters they believe are most like themselves, however; instead, player creation can take the form of social experimentation—an opportunity to create a persona the player believes is somewhat or wholly unlike herself. This freedom gives players the ability to “live another life” within the boundaries of the game’s narrative (Hart, 2017).

While most DRPGs allow players to customize their player-character’s weapons, armor, and assorted gear, and also allow players to choose the player-character’s unique skills through leveling—approximating the skill acquisition process of tabletop RPGs—Bethesda and BioWare also granted players the freedom to name their characters, and choose from a variety of prerendered images for their avatar’s facial features and physical appearance. In every subsequent Bethesda DRPG after Morrowind and every BioWare game after Jade Empire, character creation would become far more robust, allowing for an even greater level of player immersion in Bethesda and BioWare games, and therefore an even greater degree of cocreativity. Bethesda would use this player sense of cocreation to strengthen their games’ popularity through modding. BioWare, however, would begin to feel the burden of player cocreation as the company struggled with fan appeasement.

Restrictions of Technical Accuracy

Ironically, the very aspects that made Baldur’s Gate and KOTOR such attractive properties to use were also the most creatively restrictive. BioWare’s game designers spent so much time ensuring that they remained faithful to the rules system of Dungeons and Dragons (D&D) and the Forgotten Realms setting for Baldur’s Gate, there was very little creative space remaining. Every idea for game operations had to be filtered through the D&D second and later third edition rules; for instance, someone wielding two swords would strike a target faster than a character with a two-handed sword, but how much faster? And how fast would a kobold attack with a bow, as opposed to a goblin with a short sword? In addition, each location in Baldur’s Gate and II had to be designed according to the maps already published for the tabletop game, then constantly rechecked for fidelity with every change or addition to a location design.

KOTOR added the burden of a worldwide, multigenerational phenomenon that was Star Wars. Although the internet was in its relative adolescence, fan web sites and discussion board forums had already gathered thousands of fans—each with their own unique devotion to Star Wars mythology and lore. This was an exacting, mercurial, and temperamental audience; fan appeasement with Star Wars was becoming a dangerous enterprise (Parker 2013). While the KOTOR’s designers had somewhat more leeway to determine how fast a lightsaber could block a blaster shot, for example, or how a character with a dexterity of 16 would be faster than a Sith acolyte with a dexterity of 13, the Star Wars franchise and its legions of fans still demanded a kind of idiosyncratic, user-assessed matrix of fidelity (Myers 2017) that severely restricted KOTOR’s designers.

It’s no surprise, therefore, that Muzyka and Zeschuk agreed that creating original properties designed entirely by the BioWare staff would be a much better way to move forward with the company. Ina addition, copyright licenses for Baldur’s Gate and Dungeons and Dragons were expensive; the Star Wars license was nearly prohibitive. BioWare’s own creative properties also meant no burgeoning oversight from LucasArts, who required approval on nearly all aspects of KOTOR before it could appear in the game, and before the game shipped for release. Jade Empire would carry none of the creative restrictions or licensing baggage that BioWare’s previous games did. By setting Jade Empire in a fantasy world inspired by ancient China and by wuxia1 movies, producer Diarmid Clarke and his team could create a game based on every aspect of wuxia and kung fu movies they loved best.

Released for the Xbox on April 12, 2005, Jade Empire preceded the Microsoft’s next-generation Xbox 360 console by just over seven months. Sales were strong at the game’s initial release, but then fell off quickly while BioWare worked on a Windows version of Jade Empire. By the time the PC version was released on February 27, 2007, Jade Empire had sold nearly 400,000 copies in North America—certainly respectable and profitable for BioWare, but not nearly the sales numbers of KOTOR or even BGII. One reason for Jade Empire’s struggle to reach blockbuster status might have been its timing. The latest version of Tom Clancy’s Splinter Cell, entitled Chaos Theory, hit shelves at the end of March 2005, followed by Doom 3, Lego Star Wars, and the surprise hit Crash Bandicoot. In addition, Santa Monica Studio’s action RPG God of War continued to dominate the competition. Finally, Jade Empire’s Xbox release, and BioWare’s immediate focus on the game’s PC version, virtually ignored the looming game changer of the Xbox 360. Typically, sales for a current game console slow to a crawl in the months preceding a next-gen console release; Jade Empire may have been caught in that inertia.

Perhaps more telling about Jade Empire is BioWare’s relative inexperience—just like everyone else in 2005—with the internet’s function as a gathering place for fans, and the development of a kind of hive-mind regarding a title. In other words, Jade Empire may have been an early victim of internet fan buzz. In an interview with Computer and Video Games, Clarke reflected thus:


Within 24 hours of us registering the name for Dragon Age, one of the fans had found it and posted on our site. He was saying: “Hey, guess what, BioWare have got this Dragon Age, and boy, is it gonna suck.” Immediately, we had someone replying: “You’ve got to be kidding, it’s going to have thousands of dragons flying around everywhere.” All we’d done was register a name that at the time, we may or may not have been going to use, but yeah, some people get pretty fanatical. I think you could just post the name, and the fans would just design the game for you—the speculation is unbelievable. (Truta 2007, para. 5)


The uniqueness of Jade Empire may have also been to a degree its liability, at least among fans on the internet. Released in 1998 and 2002 respectively, Baldur’s Gate and BGII weren’t subject to the growing juggernaut that would become fan culture, because the internet was still in its relative infancy. But by 2003 when KOTOR was released, internet usage had spread rapidly, and fan sites multiplied. BioWare was lucky with KOTOR; while restrictive, the oversight LucasArts provided kept back the throngs of internet Star Wars fans who pummeled George Lucas’s prequels The Phantom Menace (2000) and Attack of the Clones (2002). Setting KOTOR 4,000 years before the events of the Star Wars films was a stroke of genius, too. The game could feature several familiar and beloved elements of a Star Wars title, but not interfere with the prequels or the original trilogy, which by 2003 had become nearly sacred cultural artifacts.

By contrast, Jade Empire had to create fans, and BioWare was new to that particular task. The internet’s ability to generate buzz and increase fan excitement wasn’t new for the company, but the means of producing buzz for an original title was. Jade Empire may also have been a victim of internet perception becoming reality. Even now, nearly fifteen years after the game’s release, fans still discuss on forums that Jade Empire was a financial failure for the company, which it wasn’t, by any measurable standard.

Perhaps Jade Empire never became a franchise because the PC version of the game was finally released in February 27, 2007, as Jade Empire: Special Edition, along with a version for the Xbox that contained new content also in the PC edition. By February of 2007, the Xbox 360 had enough games to crowd out last-gen titles like Jade Empire, and PC sales simply weren’t robust enough—at least, not in the nine months prior to BioWare’s release of their science fiction game Mass Effect, on November 20, 2007, which would change the company’s entire focus and direction.

Technology Diffusion and Adoption 2005–6

In the years between Baldur’s Gate and Jade Empire, technology changed more drastically than perhaps any other similar time in history. In 1998, when the original Baldur’s Gate was released, players were lucky to have a 500 MHz processor and 64 megabytes of RAM. By 2006 when Bethesda’s Oblivion was released, the game required nearly ten times those specifications at a minimum. Increased technological capabilities were a welcome sight for game developers. They often worked in close contact (and still do) with computer companies to ensure that their latest games would be built to take advantage of the latest advances. By the time of BGII’s release, technological improvements had transformed DRPGs from static, dull environments into the semblance of a living, breathing world. Improved game technology also allowed for at least some improvements in AI. But for gamers, those technological achievements and the ability to play the games made possible by those improvements continued to represent new risks and a considerable investment. As Abner (2002) reported regarding Morrowind:


This is also a game that brings lesser PCs to their knees. The box says that a 500 MHz PC is the minimum requirement, and that an 800 MHz PC is recommended. This is a joke. On a Pentium 3 800 MHz PC with 256 MB SDRAM and 64 MB GeForce 2 video card, Morrowind runs fairly well. Details must be turned down a bit, but it’s very playable. On a 500 MHz PC with a GeForce 256, it’s basically unplayable with any level of detail. The more horsepower you have the better, and even then you can forget about maximizing all of the bells and whistles. This is a true resource pig. (para. 12)


Brenesal (2002) of IGN concurred:


With system requirements as high as they must be to power the visuals and number crunching in this game, you just know performance is potentially going to suffer. And, as usual, you’re correct. Although minimum requirements mention 128 MB RAM for Windows 98/ME and 256 MG RAM for Windows XP/2000, I wouldn’t advise running Morrowind with anything less than 256 MB RAM, regardless of OS. A 500 MHz processor is required, too, but I think Bethesda Softworks’ recommendation of 800 MHz is solidly on the mark. (para. 30)


Even if users satisfied those requirements, many of the problems from previous games remained. Repetitive dialogue, ugly-looking text boxes, and small details like no windows in any building made it clear that most of the development budget was going into system resources rather than beefing up reality beyond graphics. As Louchart et al. (2005) recalled,


it is important to acknowledge that, despite the fact that original applications are still being produced on a regular basis, the majority of games released nowadays reflect too often the commercial choices made by games companies to sacrifice creativity and originality for cash generating formulae. (85)


For game companies, the changes that technological developments afforded meant longer, riskier, and more expensive development times for DRPGs while other games, such as first-person shooters, were quicker, less expensive, and often more profitable among a young generation of gamers with less traditional RPG experience—tabletop or digital. Coupled with the high cost of keeping up with technology, many gamers were beginning to look for alternatives. A radical solution was on the way for both gamers and developers alike—the gaming console. Morrowind was the first DRPG released for the Xbox in 2002, and the combination was electric. High-end computers at the time could cost as much as $1,000 while the Xbox initially cost $300. For players, the consoles offered easier controls for play, and the games were virtually identical.

Most people today are probably familiar with the concept of gaming consoles. But in 2000 and 2002 when Sony and Microsoft released the PlayStation 2 and Xbox that was not the case. Sony had already had great success with its original PlayStation after its release in 1995, but when Microsoft announced plans to enter the gaming console arena the stakes became much higher. By that time, there had been numerous gaming consoles sold to the public, although the Xbox and PlayStation product lines would soon dominate the market.

Both companies also, because of their massive budgets, could control information that was dispersed about their products. While they could not control everything that was written about them, both Sony and Microsoft could certainly overwhelm the public with beneficial information and did so. Unlike game companies, who could not afford to advertise on television, Microsoft and Sony continuously ran TV ads. In addition, both companies were experts in online media and print media. Finally, because of those newly forming social media channels, those who were undecided about console technology also had new outlets for information.

Even if potential buyers did not trust the media onslaught from Sony and Microsoft, they were much more likely to trust the horde of gamers flocking to social media sites to sing the praises of the new consoles. Fan reviews on social media gained instant status, rightly or wrongly, as trustworthy reviewers. Online fan reviewers were unfettered by the need to sell a product or service, and thereby became the real change agents in debates over console technology. And because early adopters of technology are also perceived as tech savvy, educated, and experienced with new technology, they presented the perfect new source of information regarding Sony’s and Microsoft’s consoles. Unlike magazines and television stations who were paid to rave about the latest and greatest console, gamers had no allegiance to Sony or to Microsoft. They also had no allegiance to Sega, despite the long success of the Genesis console. That success was followed by dismal failures with both Sega’s Saturn and Dreamcast consoles due to poor information management and player backlash.

Nevertheless, Sony’s and Microsoft’s sustained publicity efforts led to a slow, general realization of the technology’s existence by the public and eventual acceptance. The original PlayStation, though wildly popular, had limited appeal to gamers who had enjoyed and could afford top-shelf PC games. Technology that could rival computer hardware simply could not be placed into consoles at that time. But by 2000 the console gap had shrunk considerably. Both companies realized the stakes and poured themselves and their considerable resources into promoting their new technology. Because both companies were already successful in their other ventures, they had loads of cash and were ready to make a lot more by taking gaming—and by extension DRPGs—to a new platform.

If we return to the facets of diffusion identified by Rogers (1995) in Chapter 1, we can see how the gaming consoles became so popular. Rogers identifies five general lines of inquiry that we tend to engage when confronted with new technology


1. Relative advantage—to what degree is it better than what we have now?

2. Compatibility—is it consistent with the values, experiences, and needs of our current situation? How much do I have to change?

3. Complexity—how difficult is it to understand and to use the innovation?

4. Trialability—to what extent can it be tried and evaluated?

5. Observability—can we know what the current results of its use are? And are we able to observe trials? (16).


Both Sony and Microsoft had readymade answers to these questions and the resources to make the answers widely known. First, consoles were cheaper and generally easier to use than computers. This was advantageous in terms of cost, but perhaps more importantly opened gaming to an audience that was not computer savvy. They also had the advantage of being compatible with technology that many game developers already used, making it easier for companies like BioWare and Bethesda to convert existing games and create new ones. Likewise, players needed only to insert a cartridge or CD-ROM to play, which was for many new gamers much easier to manage than what they perceived as a complicated series of PC commands need to merely start a game.

As early as 1991, the CD-ROM was the next big thing for multimedia outside of computers (IGN 1998). Although a few companies had flirted with and even produced multimedia on CD, most gaming consoles were still using cartridges at the time. But console developers knew that in order to compete in the gaming world they needed storage space—meaning games on CD and hard drives on consoles. Though that pairing would be more difficult than anyone at Sony expected, by the time of PlayStation’s release in 1995 Sony was close to a technology breakthrough in adding CD and hard drive technology to consoles. In 2000, Sony released the PlayStation 2, which featured both technologies. By 2002, when the original Xbox was released, Microsoft had paired computer technology with multimedia capability into something that could be marketed as much more than a different-looking computer. Thus, the timing was right for both the PlayStation and Xbox consoles, and both enjoyed immediate success. Because both consoles actually did what they claimed to do, early adopters quickly spread the word to the rest of the world through newly forming social media channels.

These newer consoles also boasted technical specifications that rivaled computers of the day. All of these factors made consumers feel that their adjustment would be minimal and that there might even be existing media applications to explore. Given Sony’s and Microsoft’s advertising budgets and their subsequent advertising barrage promoting the PlayStation and the Xbox, the public was certainly able to observe the products in action and try them out. Both companies flooded the market with kiosk displays, in-store demo systems, print ads, and television spots. Dyer-Witheford and De Peuter (2011) recounted, “It was hard not to notice the Xbox, really. With a $500M marketing budget, Microsoft wasn’t pulling any punches with its new device” (para. 8). Both companies enjoyed massive success with their respective consoles and that success continues today. However, despite both company’s efforts to brand their products, players were judging consoles on their ability to successfully integrate with their gaming lives. Their loyalty was based on that integration—not on loyalty to one console developer or another.

Modding Goes Mainstream

If, in fact, gamers showed allegiance to anything, it was to each other. Consoles were quickly embraced because of their ease of use, but also led many hardcore gamers to begin asking other questions. Namely, what else can we do with these games? By 2004, modding had become a topic of conversation among authors and at international conferences (Stapleton 2004; Bell 2003; Poremba 2003) but was still just a blip on the overall gaming radar. Web sites specializing in digital games did publish articles about modding, and game companies were certainly aware of its possibilities, but game companies seemed for the most part more focused on developing new games. Most modding software released by companies like Bethesda and BioWare were basically simple tools for changing character appearances and at best adding small quest items. Most modders wouldn’t be satisfied with simplistic toolsets authorized for release by game companies. These modders were essentially computer hackers having a bit of fun with titles that they enjoyed, and by 2008 there were hundreds of articles and conference presentations yearly concerning modding. The future had arrived.

Postigo (2010) has traced modding history as far back as 1983. However, Postigo also showed that modding culture has evolved greatly since the 1980s. Initially, modding was just hacking, as expert players pried into the code of an existing game to rework it without the manufacturer’s permission (Hong 2013). For some years this form of hacking was a relatively benign activity performed by only a few individuals. Gaming companies took little notice of these hackers’ efforts, and many game companies were often none the wiser. However, the rise of the internet made sharing mods with thousands of others possible, and mods quickly became top downloads from file sharing sites. In fact, moddb.com, a web site dedicated to hosting mods, was already in existence by 2002 (Gee and Tran 2015). One could argue that those companies who resisted modding should have seen the writing on the wall even then. The newfound popularity of mods at last caused game companies to take notice, forcing them to take a stand on their approval or disapproval of modding.

One of the first companies to support modding was id software, makers of Doom (1993) a first-person shooter that was sold via sharing sites on the web. The game garnered critical acclaim and great financial success. The game’s designers had been intrigued by mods created for id’s previous release, Wolfenstein 3D, and decided to openly support modding for Doom by releasing a toolkit software editor for players who wanted to create their own content. In doing so, id was able to both extend the life of Doom and establish better relations with their customers. In later years, companies like Bethesda would do the same, and toolkits have become increasingly complex, allowing players to do more and more with games. In most cases, mods are small variations for graphics, costumes, character appearances, or weapons. But in some cases, mods have added new content and levels to gameplay, and some have completely redesigned games (De Kosnik 2013).

From a game company’s perspective, encouraging modding can be described as Crowdsourcing, as coined by Howe (2006), which refers to companies soliciting ideas from external groups. As opposed to outsourcing, however, which sends work from within the company to other companies, crowdsourcing usually relies on “amateur” (unpaid) input from product users and the general public, often facilitated by the internet, which allows users from all over the world to congregate and share ideas in one virtual environment. As Brabham (2008) showed, the crowdsourcing model has been used successfully by several companies ranging from stock photo enterprises to t-shirt companies, and perhaps most famously by computer companies producing code for the Firefox browser and the Linux operating systems. However, Brabham was careful to distinguish open sourcing, which allows access to company resources such as computer code from crowdsourcing, which relies on ideas from users without providing access to proprietary information.

Crowdsourcing is not always successful, of course. Saint (2009) illustrated some of the worst crowdsourcing results. When companies offer to work with users to create or name products, the results can be disastrous, such as when television pundit Stephen Colbert responded to NASA’s call for International Space Station names by having his viewers overwhelm the voting process in his name, or when product naming competitions result in ridiculous and counterproductive names for products (such as the Australian vegemite cream cheese named iSnack 2.0 by crowdsources).

Howe (2008) argued that “it’s the widespread availability of the means of production that empower the crowd to take part in a process long dominated by companies” (71, emphasis added). Users, of course, have different motivations for participating in collaborative ventures with customers such as open sourcing and crowdsourcing, but in the case of game production, studies have found that profit and/or job prospects in the gaming industry are not the primary motivational factors. Poor (2013) surveyed players concerning why they create mods and found that most cite fun, a sense of community, and pride in their work as the primary reasons. Brabham (2012) showed that contrary to some popular opinions, crowdsourcing participants are often expert users with the necessary skills to complement digital products of all kinds, including games. They are generally not the mere hobbyists that they are portrayed to be.

In addition, Sotamaa (2010) found several reasons for gamers to become modders, including a desire to be part of a community, desire to add to gameplay that was seen as incomplete, desire to find out how something works, or creative and artistic expression. Postigo (2008) agreed, stating that most modders are not interested in these questions of ownership or even future employment, but are instead interested in developing a deeper connection to the game they love and to a community of people surrounding that game. Nevertheless, in many cases the creative ideas that come from modders become relevant portions of a game, and questions of modding and ownership inevitably arise. As Hong (2013) said, “DOOM also set the tone for how all modded property was to be legally interpreted—that is, all game content made through editors would become private intellectual property of the commercial company” (985). Hong saw game modders as free labor for gaming companies, saying “By shaping the dominant discourses, capital attempts to extract ever more surplus economic value from the crowd of creative and unpaid prosumer labor, remodeling modders into ideal neoliberal prosumer labor” (984).

Modding does provide numerous benefits to game developers (Wallace 2014). Mods add new content that developers don’t need to pay for, extend the life of a game by keeping current players interested, and in many cases lead to additional sales because of the “buzz” that surrounds user-generated content in online social communities. But for gamers there are benefits as well. As Nardi and Kallinikos (2010) show, “Mods reduce effort, make visible invisible parts of the game, aid players in coordinating with one another, and capture important aspects of a player’s history of play” (10).

Legally, mods become the property of game companies because that company holds the copyright to the original content of the game and mods, therefore, are considered derivative works (Wallace 2014). So while not protected by copyright law, mods are in effect blessed by companies either supporting or ignoring modding efforts. Still, without getting too bogged down by legal proceedings, it’s fair to say that a game’s original designer is entitled to terminate the creation and distribution of mods, should the designer wish to do so. This has happened repeatedly for different reasons. For example, modders who were creating new content for Quake (1996), another popular game title, were ordered to cease their efforts by 20th Century Fox. Although the game development company did not object, Quake’s modders were attempting to redesign the game using characters from the Alien movie franchise, the copyright to which was owned by 20th Century Fox (Baldrica 2007). The movie giant not only demanded that modding be stopped but that the modding team destroy all of the work it had done. Such cases, which seem harmless to most observers, have led gamers to seek better protections for their work, which they view as their own. To date, however, little change has occurred, and as Deller reported (2013) players themselves have yet to agree on mods, with some players dead set against changing the original games. Some mods, such as those that add sexual content to games, are clear violations of End User License Agreements and are generally seen as rebellious in nature (Wysocki 2015).

There are several infamous cases of mods actually hurting game companies as well, As the Harvard Law Review reported (2012),


Modding may harm the underlying game by revealing inappropriate game code. The most famous example of this danger was the Hot Coffee mod for Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas. Rockstar Games, the company that designed the Grand Theft Auto (GTA) series, had included a minigame in which the main character could have sex with a girlfriend. The company decided to deactivate the minigame but included the abandoned code in the released game. A modder discovered the code and authored a patch to make the minigame accessible. Though Rockstar originally claimed that the minigame was the work of modders, the company eventually admitted authorship. This admission had immediate consequences. The Entertainment Software Rating Board (ESRB), the main rating organization for games, changed the rating of the game from Mature to Adults Only. This caused many major retailers to pull the game from their stores. (793)


But such did not for the most part create a negative relationship between game companies and gamers. Many companies and their customers enjoy a high degree of mutual respect. Nardi and Kallinikos (2010) described this positive relationship:


Such an assumption is problematic in various ways, the most important of which seems to us to be the exogenous (rather than mutually constitutive) relationship between subjects and objects, human agents and technological artifacts on which it is tacitly based. Game mods present an alternative strategy to this understanding. Players interact with a software artifact that is largely well-designed, engaging and extending it in interesting and pleasurable ways. Technology and human agency mutually reinforce one another rather than working at cross purposes. (11)


However, other publications (Harvard Law Review 2012) have argued that modders get little in return for their creative efforts and should be recognized as contributors by companies who greatly benefit from their efforts. Johnson (2009) discussed that the game Starcraft (2000) was kept fresh and relevant for years by modders creating fresh content and extending the life of the game. The incentive for players is obvious. Although game companies produce new versions of a game only every few years, new content produced by modders can be shared and used to extend game life, and by extension, extend the life of the community shared by gamers. By creating fresh content, gamers also enjoy elevated status within their social communities. As long as the community lives, the original game can continue to attract new players who will purchase the mod software.

But companies, like users, have different motivations for engaging in collaborative activities with the public. Some authors have pointed to the fact that modders amount to a free source of labor for gaming companies (Postigo 2008). In most business settings, creative ideas would be considered intellectual property, but in the gaming world there exists a very blurry line between ownership for modders and game companies. And, in fact, many companies have successfully integrated mods by openly courting modders and even providing free development tools for them. This would seem to be an ideal situation for gaming companies because it costs game companies nothing to solicit input from users. Brabham (2012) believed that crowdsourcing is a no-lose situation for companies because “it allows companies to outsource responsibility to the crowd” (407). Therefore, any blame for crowdsourced product failures can be placed on that crowd.

However, game companies also know that diversity leads to better ideas. While most game programmers come from similar backgrounds and use similar problem-solving techniques, users tend to come from a variety of backgrounds and employ varied approaches. Page (2007) noted that the diversity of larger groups outperforms smaller, expert groups consistently due to their diverse perspective. Surowiecki came to similar conclusions in The Wisdom of Crowds (2005), providing numerous examples of the ability of crowds to outperform small groups of experts. Many game companies seek to capitalize on this diversity and the public’s vast ability to contribute to production.

But as Howe (2008) argued, crowdsourcing work does not just come from random strangers to the company’s discipline, but from “a robust community composed of people with a deep and ongoing commitment to their craft, and, most importantly, to one another” (180). Thus, while there is diversity within the crowd, there are also similarities in skill sets and in a sense of shared community that serve the company and their product. Howe (2008) continued, “The incentives for companies to adopt crowdsourcing are obvious. At its best, it offers them a dedicated workforce that will perform key functions … at little or no cost” (181).

Not every gaming company embraces these benefits, of course, but those who do often provide modders with game development tools, online forums for discussion, and other perks. In exchange, modders develop new content, share ideas (which may lead the company in new directions), and serve as usability testers for the company’s code (Postigo 2010). And while it is difficult to attribute a game’s success directly to open modding policies, Beggs (2012) showed that many of the most popular games in recent years (such as Minecraft) have openly embraced modding as an extension of gameplay.

So, for good or ill, companies in large numbers have embraced player-created mods. Though many companies have failed in their attempts to harness the wisdom of the crowd, others have profited greatly by it. And although some game companies have made developer’s kits, source code, and other resources available to the crowd, others have rejected the crowd and their vision for gaming products because of the hassle of working with users, fears about issues of ownership, and other reasons. That rejection can lead to anger among game fans as well as conflict between gamers and game companies. BioWare, for one, would soon find itself in a war with its own customers because of their designers’ narrative decisions. The result would be wholesale changes to a game made by fans themselves when they became dissatisfied with a game’s narrative and decided to take matters into their own hands.

Oblivion—Bethesda Raises the Bar Again

Despite Morrowind’s problems, it was still a huge hit among DRPG fans, and Bethesda looked immediately to shore up technical communication problems by improving game graphics, gameplay, and artificial intelligence (AI). Some of those features were cosmetic, such as the ability to adjust skin tone, hair color, and other personal features. But other upgrades fixed some of the problems with Morrowind, such as the new quest log that greatly reduces the confusion surrounding goals, and allows players to activate goals one at a time if they so choose. As Onyett (2006) reminded readers, “Unless you’re a total masochist, it’s a much welcome improvement, making quest objectives and locations much easier to find” (para. 3). The game also improves on character data by further allowing players to fine tune skills and choose which are most important to them. All these improvements were original goals for Bethesda’s next iteration in the Elder Scrolls franchise: Oblivion, which would be set six years after the events of Morrowind. Todd Howard and his design team would focus on character creation and improving NPC interaction—two technical content areas that have become staples of DRPGs. The team would also create more customizable skills for players-characters, further improving player choice in the game.

Like Morrowind, Oblivion allows players to improve their avatar’s skills by practicing those skills, rather than only through gaining experience points and levels. In addition, Oblivion would demonstrate greatly improved NPC interaction and voice acting. These improvements were all part of Bethesda’s plan in developing Oblivion, beginning almost immediately after the release of Morrowind in 2002. It was not perfect of course, and some writers noticed continued flaws with Oblivion’s AI. As Kasavin (2006) wrote, “You can break into someone’s home and wake them up for a chat, and they’ll chat with you like nothing’s happened” (para. 15). Still, the AI in Oblivion is much improved over that in Morrowind, and most importantly, Bethesda’s developers were learning to give players what they wanted.

Promotional art for Oblivion further describes Bethesda’s goals for the game.
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Figure 3.1 Oblivion promotional art.


Even more so than with Morrowind, lead producer Ken Rolston and the Oblivion design team advertised—in addition to state-of-the-art graphics—player freedom to create a character of their choice along with more realistic combat visuals. Oblivion would also benefit from Bethesda’s experimentation with different game platforms.

After Morrowind, and during Oblivion’s development, Bethesda continued to investigate capabilities with platforms, releasing two Elder Scrolls titles in what they called the Travels series for mobile devices, developed and published by ZeniMax subsidiary Vir2L. The Elder Scrolls Travels: Stormhold was released in 2003, and Dawnstar in 2004. Vir2L also released The Elder Scrolls Travels: Shadowkey for the Nokia N-Gage, a personal digital assistant (PDA) released in 2003 but discontinued in 2006 as smartphone technology improved, rendering PDAs obsolete. Just after the last of these games were available, a new medium for players to interact emerged. Jimmy Wales cofounded Wikipedia in 2001 as a not-for-profit, user-controlled, and regulated open service to gather and disseminate information in much the way encyclopedias had, and Angela Beesley Starling founded Wikia.

Bethesda, Buzz, and Social Media in the Internet Age

Bethesda was also learning to take advantage of the buzz created by E3 in 2005 (Press release 2005), and the publicity that could be generated by positive impressions by the press at the annual event. Because at that time E3 was a press and industry-only event, game companies could tailor their publicity to the very media who would advertise their games. A strong showing at E3 could mean months of free publicity, as trade magazines and web sites provided a continuous feed of preview stories, speculation, and advertising. A five-minute interview with a web journalist could be quoted by dozens of gaming news outlets, and fervently discussed in online forums. Increased promotion helped greatly, as did the evolution of the internet and radical changes in social media user authoring.

There have been several times in recent history when the internet as we know it now really began to take shape. One is in 2006, when both Twitter and Facebook were launched. But surely the first—and perhaps the most revolutionary—was on January 15, 2001, when Wales and Alaskan Larry Sanger founded Wikipedia. As a technical document, Wikipedia is the seminal internet artifact of cocreative technical communication, a shared repository of content in which anyone may contribute. In 2004, Wales and Angela Beesley Starling created Wikia as a for-profit hosting service, where users could collaborate on written documents and shared with all internet users who logged on to a Wikia site. Wikis weren’t new; the first wiki had been created nearly ten years earlier by Ward Cunningham, a computer programmer who named his software design WikiWikiWeb. While subsequent wiki creators have translated Cunningham’s original Perl code to HTML, the primary features of WikiWikiWeb have remained consistent: user-created and user-moderated, automated archiving that details the editing history of every wiki page, and CamelCase hyperlinks so users can move to other content pages internally in a wiki by clicking on a boldfaced word or phrase. Using their version of a wiki which grew out of the Wikipedia template, Wales and Beesley Starling developed a service that would redefine the nature of fandom, and of user investment in a product or service.

An Elder Scrolls wiki emerged on June 20, 2006 and a wiki for Mass Effect, BioWare’s new original science fiction IP, followed almost a year later on July 18, 2007. So by the end of summer 2007, what would become Bethesda and BioWare’s most successful franchises had fan-created and maintained wiki sites. To date, the Mass Effect wiki contains 4,322 pages, while The Elder Scrolls wiki boasts 62,655 pages of fan-created content about all the Elder Scrolls games. Among technical content produced for Bethesda and BioWare games, wikis are perhaps the most fascinating, because of their scope, reach, user-created and user-negotiated content, self-regulating nature, and because of wikis’ tendency to subsume other game content, such as strategy guides and gameplay walkthroughs. Almost all wikis contain CamelCase hyperlinks, indices of contributors to the wiki, an indexed archive of edits to each page by date and time of the edits, a Thread Mode, which serves as a discussion board forum on the wiki, a Change Summary, which details which pages have received substantial editing, and a Cookie system so users may adopt usernames to retain their anonymity and privacy.

The fairly new phenomenon of internet buzz had its downside however, as Bethesda quickly discovered. After announcing Oblivion in 2004, internet forums lit up, and a wild array of rumors—all pure speculation—created its own reality of the game’s development. In this new era of internet rumormongering, game companies are accused of nearly every conceivable reason a game might be delayed—from designer or management incompetence to corporate inefficiency, or simply that the game is unplayable because of any number of technical issues. Internet rumors didn’t stop some retailers—notably EB Games and Gamespot—from accepting preorder payments for Oblivion before Bethesda even officially announced a release date (Valeria 2005). Bethesda then learned that game release delays, though common and almost inevitable, could quickly become marketing nightmares. Continuous buzz means continuously heightened player expectations, until it reaches a point where it seems no game could succeed.

Because of internet buzz and constant promotion, by the time Oblivion was finally released on March 20, 2006, fan expectations had reached a fever pitch, with virtually no chance for appeasement despite universal critical praise for the game. Even so, Oblivion released to critical acclaim and strong sales, winning several Game of the Year awards and selling over 3 million copies a year after its release (Groen 2007). The way Oblivion introduces players to the game, using an approach Bethesda’s designers had used since Arena, directly contributed to its success. In Oblivion, the player-character awakes in a prison cell, after having been incarcerated for an unknown crime. The player-character is then rescued and escapes into the game world, free to explore or begin the game’s main quest. In Oblivion, the player-character is placed in a cell that was meant to remain empty, as an emergency escape route from the castle. When the human kingdom’s emperor is forced to flee from assassins who have infiltrated the castle, the emperor recognizes the player-character from the emperor’s prophetic dreams. Thus rescued by the emperor, who soon thereafter is murdered by a pursuing assassin, the player-character enters the game world of Tamriel.

This traditional introductory content in the Elder Scrolls games fulfills several technical purposes. The player-character’s status as an anonymous prisoner allows the player to create any sort of character she wishes—one that is connected to the game world as one of Tamriel’s races but is disconnected enough to allow a wide variety of character-creation options. The introductory prisoner scenes also allow the player to learn game controls through an in-game environment, albeit slowly, as the prisoner escapes her confines. Simple game mechanics, such as opening doors, picking locks, engaging in dialogue with NPCs, and engaging in combat are all detailed through a series of brief encounters and pop-up tutorial windows.

When the player-character emerges from prison and enters the game world, she has therefore already learned all the game’s basic controls. The player also encounters at that point a transformed world, having escaped from the corrupt, oppressive urban environment of the dungeons and into “the bucolic, pre-industrial repose of Tamriel” (Martin 2011: para. 4). And perhaps because of this introductory system, the open-world design of Elder Scrolls works better than many similar games. As an anonymous prison escapee, the player-character is free to determine her character’s attitude toward her captors, her rescuers, and the main quest. Each Elder Scrolls game continues after the introductory prison escape with a suggestion that the player-character seek more information—n the case of Oblivion, regarding the emperor’s final wish that the player-character defeat the demi-god Dagon, Prince of Destruction, and foil Dagon’s attempt to seize the Amulet of Kings, a powerful artifact which the emperor entrusts to the player-character just before the emperor’s death. Players may decide to further investigate the whereabouts of Dagon and thus continue on the main quest, or decide to refuse the emperor’s last wish, and instead explore the game world of Tamriel. In Oblivion, Martin (2011) argued that the game’s environments reinforced the struggle between good and evil that is central to the game’s theme:


The landscape, unlike the secondary characters, is always there. Even if the player decides to ignore the main narrative, constant reminders of the threat that Tamriel faces emerge on the landscape in the form of Oblivion gates, which surface in a semi-random fashion about the country. (para. 10)


Whether or not the player chooses to advance Oblivion’s main quest, as she explores the game world the player will continue to encounter these Oblivion gates, which Dagon has opened from his otherworldly, infernal realm into Tamriel, as well as many demons and monsters which have entered Tamriel through the Oblivion gates. These gates may open randomly in 100 different locations around the game world, and up to sixty gates may be open at any time during the game itself. Players are free to choose if they wish to close each Oblivion gate, but three must be closed to complete the game’s main quest. Players can therefore complete dozens of hours of side quests without ever beginning the game’s main story. According to howlongtobeat.com (2019), based on polling of 629 players, the average playthrough of Oblivion, including all downloadable content released for the game after the March 20, 2007, the “completionist” run-through—which includes all side quests—is 182 hours, rivaling the game length of Morrowind. In short, Oblivion does much better than its predecessor in allowing players to be who they want to be within the game without sacrificing the direction or cohesiveness of the plot. The main storyline remains static and irrespective of whatever point the players depart from it, going back is much easier when players are ready. Kasavin (2006) continued,


That’s the main difference between this game and Morrowind. This may be a role-playing game, but you could play it like a pure action game, or like a stealth game, or like an adventure game, and it’d still be at least as good as, if not better than, games that are specialized in these regards. (para. 2)


While in Morrowind, players often have only one method for overcoming a challenge, Oblivion’s world is much more realistic. If the quest is to retrieve a particular item, for example, the player could simply kill the item’s guard and take the item. But the player can also sneak past guards, use magic to incapacitate them, or outrun the guards if the player’s avatar has the right skills. And it is much easier in Oblivion than in previous DRPGs to leave a quest and come back to it later if players get frustrated, which makes for an easy feel to the game.

Another major change in Oblivion is the ability to “fast-travel” to map destinations that have already been discovered, which eliminates the need to spend time running from one place to another. Fast travel allows players to skip what many consider dull random encounters and to avoid repeatedly travelling across explored terrain. Oblivion’s designers also incorporated a leveling feature into the game to sustain challenging play. As the player’s avatar increases in skill, so do those of her opponents, and this aspect serves to eliminate combat that feels beneath the player and a waste of time as the outcome is never in question.

Around the time of its release, some game designers (Delmas, Champagnat, and Augerad 2007) were looking for ways to combine scenario creation with truly emergent narrative. In other words, designers searched for ways to control player action and to keep players on task, while allowing for narrative plotlines to organically emerge based on players’ choices in a game. But most designers (see El Nasr 2007 and Louchart et al. 2006) were already discussing the lack of dramatic arts presentation in DRPGs, which resulted in inflexible gameplay and NPCs’ emotional disingenuousness. While Oblivion allows for a much more emergent narrative, elements of its plot were limited by pacing problems that can at best be attributed to design choices and at worst to poor planning. For example, some of the main characters in the game seem to suddenly gain ethos and confidence without players really knowing why. Martin, the heir apparent to the throne of Cyrodiil, Oblivion’s primary game world, is one example. As Martin (2011) explained,


The problem here is not only the clichéd nature of his narrative arc but primarily its fitful execution. When we initially meet Martin he is a priest in the town of Kvatch. He refuses to believe that he is in fact the heir to the throne. Yet within a few lines of dialogue he is convinced. Later, he gives a speech to his Imperial guard, the Blades. It is, as he admits, the speech of a timid country priest and not a leader in a time of crisis. Later on, as he leads his men to battle, he gives a stirring “once more unto the breach” address that demonstrates a sudden assurance in his new role. But between these speeches we do not see this development take place and so it is jarring and not at all dramatically convincing. (para. 9)


Part of the reason for these seemingly incoherent changes in characters can be attributed to what Jenkins (2004) has called spatial storytelling, wherein game designers are more interested in creating the game’s world than in fully developing characters. This preference for world over character development, Jenkins noted, is prevalent in science fiction and fantasy literature, and it is often the case in game narratives. The game world in DRPGs is nearly its own character, into which game designers devote much of their resources and intention. But part of reason must also be that truly emergent narrative does not, in the case of Oblivion’s Martin, conform to the plot of the main storyline. It is more important, for example, that Martin leads his troops into battle than for him to explain why he is suddenly able to do so. That was, and is, a major difference between game storytelling and traditional fiction. This difference did not go unnoticed by gamers. Despite Bethesda’s addition of the Radiant AI system to Oblivion, the game’s narrative is still focused on the main plot and the plots of various side quests. For those quests to be completed, NPCs must function as narrative gatekeepers, providing information to players about the game world, its history, and the current plot. NPCs must also provide quests or advance current quests, and thus function as narrative progression tools. At the same time NPCs must be given freedom of action if the game is to be realistic.

Oblivion’s Radiant AI system greatly expanded the action of NPCs by giving players instructions about where to be and what to be doing, rather than how to go about doing whatever it is players are supposed to be doing. But the problem with giving NPCs complete freedom through AI is that NPCs might go completely off the rails. Imagine, for example that the Oblivion’s Martin has true free will based on his experiences in a particular gameplay campaign. Might he not at the last instant decide that he really is not worthy to lead his soldiers into battle? The game’s plot would collapse.

Many game companies in the early 2000s were already considering the nature of emergent narrative in games—and many more so than when the original Baldur’s Gate and Daggerfall had been released. By 2002, both players and designers alike were keenly aware of the rift between narrative in classic RPGs like D&D, with its human Dungeon Master leading the way, and DRPGs, limited in their ability to be unpredictable while maintaining a storyline.

The resulting frustration with plot linearity still had players referring to what Meadows (2002) called “hoop-jumping” in which players are forced to perform actions that they might otherwise not do so, simply to advance the game. Meadows (2002) believed that


in most cases, it should be considered that the goal of an interactive narrative is not to author the narrative, but to provide a context and an environment in which the narrative can be discovered or built by the readers of that story. In this way, designers and authors of interactive narrative are far more like architects than they are like writers. The author considers the interactivities and movements of readers of the story and works to accommodate that reading that can happen from many different sides. (36)


Meadows’s idea in many ways advocated the kind of spatial storytelling the game designers were engaged in at the time, but without the technology to truly open the world to interpretation by NPCs, game designers were unable to complete a truly emergent narrative. Hence, game companies struggled to truly offer what Juul (2002) referred to as structures of emergence as opposed to structures of progression (a serial list of challenges). Although DRPGs in the early 2000s were much closer to achieving fully interactive emergent narratives, they were not there yet, and much of what was missing in DRPG storylines came from the inherent conflict between interactivity and the game player as coauthor of a story. Meadows elaborated (2002):


In many cases when the interactivity is of a high quality, it is determined more by the reader than the author. In most stories, authors introduce skips, folds, or omissions in time. A phrase such as “The next day” might be used to point out that a night has passed and anything that has happened since the last activity of the story was uneventful. We’re comfortable with these forms of compression and foreshortening in literature, but what is new for people in our era is the idea that this can be determined by the reader of the story. (38)


As much as game designers would have liked to incorporate true interactivity into an emergent narrative, they had other problems to deal with.

After the successes of Morrowind and Oblivion, Bethesda continued to grapple with the open-world game concept—providing a main quest that provided a satisfying narrative, while also allowing players the ability to explore the entire game world, completing side quests, or merely wandering across the game’s landscapes. Many open-world games are still caught in a tug-of-war between the main quest’s urgency—often a high-fantasy imperative to save the world—versus leisurely exploration. While the main quests in Morrowind and Oblivion take on a sense of urgency if the player decides to pursue them, Bethesda’s designers managed to avoid the “must complete this main quest episode now” feeling from which many open-world games suffer. That success is directly attributable to each game’s introductory content, which provide the technical communication that acclimated players.

Looking Ahead: Social Media Engulfs Games

Everybody loves a winner. In 2010 and 2011, BioWare and Bethesda would release games that would propel them to the top of many gaming news web sites “Best RPG Companies” lists. Both companies managed their own fan forums and enjoyed widespread support and increasingly enthusiastic fan bases. There’s only one direction to go from the top, however, which both companies would soon discover. During the second decade of the 2000s, Bethesda and BioWare would find that fan gatherings in digital forums created a certain power—that of many voices acting in unison. It mattered little that fans in discussion boards and on social media feeds represented only a fraction of the consumers who actually purchased Bethesda or BioWare games. Fans on social media and fan forums quickly learned their voices drew the attention of news media sites, who posted fan complaints as headlines. Technical communication through fan crowdsourcing would morph suddenly into a singular voice of fans—whether that was true or not.
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At the Top of Their Games

As the first decade of the 2000s neared its end, both Bethesda and BioWare had achieved what few other game companies in the industry had—passionately loyal fan bases gathered largely through internet communication channels. In Chapter 4, we’ll chart how Bethesda and BioWare made use of their success and their status, and the different paths each company took in their company positions on modders and the modding community. By mid-decade, wikis and fan forums provided a vast wealth of information on nearly every released digital game. Walkthroughs, cheat codes, online codexes, character profiles, and how-tos for every aspect of gameplay became readily available from a number of different sources. Emboldened by the sense of cocreation that players and modders shared, fans demanded unprecedented access to games, and they gained that access. Marketing campaigns for game beta testers, playable trial excerpts of games, and media blitzes of advertisements through social media channels created a technical communication universe that dwarfed in size the games themselves. In the midst of this online communication maelstrom, two schoolmates in Warsaw, Poland, harnessed twenty-first century technical communication tools to launch their own game company—first as a way to sell the BioWare games they loved, and later to make games of their own that would rival any Bethesda or BioWare release.

Downloadable Content

In the console era when only personal computer (PC) gamers had internet connections through slow, dial-up modems, downloadable content (DLC) for games was only an idea. Instead, companies released expansion packs for their games—usually containing extra adventures, character gear and magic items, and new game world territories to explore. Adjusted for inflation, the cost of games has remained surprisingly stable. Games in the 1990s cost an average of $50, or adjusted for inflation, just over $75 in 2019. So prices for games in 2019 have actually lowered. Expansion packs cost considerably less than did the original games—usually $25 or $30 for most expansions. BioWare had capitalized on expansion packs with the Baldur’s Gate series, releasing Tales of the Sword Coast for Baldur’s Gate in 1999 and Throne of Bhaal for Baldur’s Gate II (BGII) in 2001, but largely discontinued the practice after shifting to the console market with Star Wars: Knights of the Old Republic (KOTOR) and Jade Empire. Bethesda released two expansion packs for Morrowind—Tribunal in 2002 and Bloodmoon in 2003—further extending the original game’s shelf life and allowing for a Game of the Year edition, complete with both expansion packs, in 2003. BioWare had done much the same with Baldur’s Gate and BGII, releasing both with their expansion packs in various packages, including Black Isle’s other games as The Black Isle Compilation in 2002.

With Oblivion, Bethesda moved to DLC via Xbox Live Marketplace, which had launched in 2005. The Xbox 360 featured its own internet connectivity, so for the first-time console gamers could purchase expansions and DLC digitally, just as PC gamers had done. Bethesda’s first effort at DLC for Oblivion, however, was something of a mess. For $2.50, players could purchase and download armor for their horse in Oblivion. The idea was a dismal failure—sales of the horse armor DLC were nearly nonexistent; apparently Oblivion players didn’t think dressing up their horses was worth two and a half bucks (Fahey 2016). Negative reaction to the horse armor DLC was so swift that Bethesda’s vice president of marketing issued a statement that game DLC was optional: “so if you don’t want to get them you don’t have to” (Fahey 2016: para. 4). In his retrospect of this early, failed attempt at DLC, Kotaku web site writer Mike Fahey (2016) declared, “The lesson Horse Armor provides is a simple one: some DLC is dumb and overpriced” (para. 7). Bethesda ultimately responded by lowering the price of its subsequent DLC.

Bethesda’s official DLC was eventually dwarfed however by the sheer volume of mods produced for both Morrowind and Oblivion. In fact, Nexus Mods, currently the largest warehouse of player-created mods available for free public download, was originally created by Morrowind player Robin Scott under the name Morrowind Chronicles (Scott 2016). Eventually, Scott launched Nexus Mods, which currently hosts “215,203 files for 662 games from 89,908 authors serving 16,895,633 members with 3,077,693,888 downloads to date” (Nexus Mods 2019b). Morrowind, therefore, is one of the first games for which a dedicated modding community was established. To date, Nexus Mods hosts 5,476 Morrowind mods (Nexus Mods 2019a), and 29,014 Oblivion mods since 2006, the year Oblivion was released.

Modding Bethesda Games

In fact, six of the top ten games with the most mods on Nexus Mods are Bethesda games. One other game on that list represents the culmination of a trilogy released by an upstart company in Warsaw, Poland. Growing up in Soviet Poland, Marcin Iwiński had almost no access to digital games, which were largely banned across the Soviet bloc. But Iwiński was able to travel far more extensively than most Poles, in tow with his father, a documentary film producer. In city after city, Iwiński sought pirated copies of games, which Iwiński copied himself and sold, taking advantage of nonexistent copyright laws in Poland. After Lech Wałęsa’s election in 1990 permanently ended the communist era in Poland, Iwiński was able to buy games from small wholesalers and resell the games in Poland. As a teenager, Iwiński met Michal Kiciński in a physics class, who, as Iwiński discovered, was also selling games. Together, they formed CD Projekt in 1994, struggling in flea markets to sell retail copies of games amidst pirated competition. Iwiński and Kiciński slowly grew their business, until by then, the two young entrepreneurs had gambled nearly their entire savings on purchasing the license to sell Baldur’s Gate in Poland. That decision led to a sea change for the small company.

Sales of Baldur’s Gate were robust—strong enough for Iwiński and Kiciński to consider developing their own original title. They hired programmer Sebastian Zieliński, and then approached Polish novelist Andrzej Sapkowski, whose series of grimdark1 novels Wiedźmin were immensely popular but little-known outside of Poland. Knowing almost nothing about the immense popularity of video games and the possibilities for CD Projekt’s success, Sapkowski agreed to a modest one-time payment for rights to the characters and world he created for his novels. With that, CD Projekt created their own English-language neologism “Witcher” as a replacement for Wiedźmin, and created CD Projekt Red (CDPR), the company’s game development studio. The company then set to work for the next five years on a game based on Sapkowski’s series. Within two years, Iwiński and Kiciński were promoting The Witcher game at trade shows, thanks to a favor from Ray Muzyka and Greg Zeschuk at BioWare, who were still grateful for Iwiński and Kiciński’s licensing and sales of Baldur’s Gate across Europe. BioWare had invited CDPR to share a section of their booth space at E3 in 2004, where BioWare was promoting Jade Empire. As a result of that continued alliance with BioWare, industry buzz about The Witcher had begun.

Devoting nearly every company resource and almost all of its capital to The Witcher, Iwiński and Kiciński were forced into a business model that mirrors situations that continue to haunt the digital games industry today. By the mid-2000s, game development had become a zero-sum game. As computers grew in power, speed, and capability, the games industry rushed to keep up with technological innovations in graphics design, sound capability, and processing speed. Improved technology meant increasingly expensive software was needed to create games, and more personnel were needed to program the software. In addition to purchasing rights to Sapkowski’s novels, Iwiński and Kiciński also licensed BioWare’s Aurora engine to create The Witcher, but completely redesigned Aurora’s graphics rendering system. In effect, redesigning the Aurora engine constituted a significant labor cost. In addition, emergent narratives like the one CDPR wanted to create for The Witcher were difficult and time consuming to produce; branching storylines and increased player dialogues, quests, and event choices also meant larger writing staffs to handle the immense requirements of a complete game narrative. This was a trend that would affect all game developers from that time forward.

In a 2015 Tumblr blog post, David Gaider, lead writer for BioWare’s Dragon Age series, cautioned would-be game writers that much of their work will be editing and retooling their stories into what is possible given the technology requirements of the game (WorstUserNameEver 2013):


Writing for a BioWare game is considered a bottleneck of development— meaning that every bit of writing we do creates work for other people further down the line. Every line of dialogue has to be edited, translated into several languages, needs voice-over (first in English, and then into at least some of those other languages), very likely needs cinematic design, and—this is no small thing—creates more stuff that needs to be tested. (para. 78)


Game writing is also constrained by a game designer’s available technology and hardware limits, depending on the engine they’re using to design a game and by the platforms for which a game will be available. Writing for a console game is in many ways very different than writing for a PC-exclusive title, simply because a console’s technology limits will also necessarily limit the game’s narrative, number and type of environments, and visual design. In addition, game stories aren’t always written first in development. Sometimes an environment or action sequence is created first, and the writing team must then create a story in which the action sequence will work.

The Witcher had the added problem of an entire series of novels set in a unique world of Sapkowski’s creation, which ended with either the retirement or death, depending on the reader’s interpretation, of the series’ main character, Geralt of Rivia. The Witcher’s writers Artur Ganszyniec, Sebastian Stępień, and Marcin Blacha had to first determine how to bring Geralt back from his retirement/death, and second, orient players who had never read the novels. The writers chose to first create a cinematic prologue, detailing Geralt’s quest in Sapkowski’s first-ever Wiedźmin story, in which Geralt saves a princess afflicted with a lycanthropic disease that transformed her into a hideous, bloodthirsty monster. This introductory scene functions as technical content, introducing players to the game’s main character, and providing some indication of the morally ambiguous and dangerous world in which The Witcher story will operate.

After the introductory scene, the game shifts to an in-game cinematic sequence, in which a wounded Geralt flees from some unknown pursuer, then collapses. He is found by his fellow witchers and is taken to the witcher castle of Kaer Morhen, where gameplay begins. The player then learns that Geralt has amnesia, and remembers nothing of his life before he is found by his fellow witchers. This clever device allowed Ganszyniec, Stępień, and Blacha to ignore much of the content in Sapkowski’s novels, while still remaining faithful to the novel’s world, characters, and events. The game’s writers could therefore reveal Geralt’s history sparingly, through dialogue as he speaks with each character in the castle. Pop-up windows in this prologue instruct the player on the game’s combat mechanics, which are needed to complete the game’s first event—a battle with enemies attacking Kaer Morhen. During the battle, pop-up windows instruct the player on how to move Geralt’s character, and how to engage enemies.
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Figure 4.1 Battle of Kaer Morhen (The Witcher).


After the battle, Geralt may wander Kaer Morhen and talk with the castle’s inhabitants, thus learning more about other game functions, the game’s world, and some of Geralt’s history.

One way the game delivers technical content is truly bizarre, and can only be described as fan service, in the original, puerile use of the term. Throughout the game, Geralt has opportunities to sleep with a number of women. The first time Geralt has sex with someone, the player acquires a digital pop-up card in-game, featuring a scantily clad version of the woman.
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Figure 4.2. Triss Merigold sex card.


It is unfathomable why CDPR chose this way to deliver technical content for one of the game’s most puerile activities, or who exactly their intended audience was. In fact, Blythe Adams and Rambukkana (2018) discovered that sex cards in The Witcher act as an enticement for replayability. Near the game’s conclusion, the player must choose one of two women non-player-characters (NPCs) in the game on whom to bestow motherhood with an adoptive child. The NPC Geralt chooses as mother for the child will then offer to sleep with him, and effectively ends any opportunity Geralt might have to sleep with the other woman NPC. Fortunately, this dubious game development choice isn’t the reason The Witcher is noteworthy as an achievement in technical communication. Of much greater importance is CDPR’s decision to overhaul the entire game even after its October 20, 2007, release, and subsequent announcement of The Witcher: Enhanced Edition and its launch in 2008. This improved version of the game included refined graphics, additional side quests, decreased game loading times, and significant improvements to the English-language version. The Enhanced Edition also shipped with a game soundtrack CD-ROM and a map of the game world—all for the same price as the original version of The Witcher (IGN 2008).

The Witcher Enhanced Edition came in response to players who—as now is typical on internet forums—detailed gameplay and graphic glitches with the game throughout numerous discussion forums. And certainly the CDPR staff was reading—at least on their own company-hosting discussion boards. This response to players, the Enhanced Edition as a free patch to PC users, the free DLC for the game that CDPR released throughout the remainder of 2007 and 2008, and an adventure toolkit shipped with the game that allowed players to create their own side quests for Geralt, all meant that CDPR was engaging player criticism through social media in entirely new ways. Players not only believed they were heard; they had what they believed was evidence from a game company to support that belief.

After release of The Witcher in 2007, game companies would be forced to deal not only with the increased marketing opportunities offered by the internet, but also by the increased level of scrutiny their games received from fans. Buzz could mean not only publicity, but also a constant stream of negative feedback. CD Projekt was demonstrating with the Enhanced Edition that they were listening to their players, and releasing an updated game based on player response to their game. In effect, CD Projekt had adopted cooperative strategies with players more quickly and successfully than had either BioWare or Bethesda.

Mass Effect—BioWare Advances Emergent Narrative

After KOTOR and during production of Jade Empire, BioWare initiated another intellectual property (IP) independent of any direct source material. KOTOR’s Casey Hudson and Drew Karpyshyn joined writer Mac Walters in producing an original science fiction game featuring what had become BioWare’s brands: a complex emergent narrative, psychologically complex characters, romantic subplots, and a smoothly integrated combat system. Development of the new IP would also occur at a volatile time for BioWare; founders Ray Muzyka and Greg Zeschuk in October 2007 signed a deal that would sell BioWare to Orlando-based Electronic Arts (EA), the gaming giant that produced dozens of successful titles under its label, including the enormously popular Madden NFL Football and FIFA Soccer sports franchises. The sale would become official in January 2008, after the projected release of BioWare’s new science fiction game (Thorsen 2007).

Regarding player choice, for their next IP the BioWare team decided on a single protagonist, who could be either a woman or a man—Commander Shepard. Players would be able to customize Shepard’s appearance and given name, but to facilitate dialogue her last name would remain Shepard. Players would also be able to choose one of six character classes, which would provide Shepard with abilities ranging from simple soldier to the highly complex biotic—the science fiction version of a wizard or sorcerer. The player also could choose Shepard’s history and military record, based on a combination of six choices, from an Earth-born orphan to a space colonist, and from hero of an enemy invasion to a sole survivor of a monster attack that killed every other member of Shepard’s squad. After creating Shepard, the player is taken to a brief cutscene aboard the spaceship Normandy, where Shepard is second in command and executive officer.

The first twenty minutes or so of Mass Effect is devoted to dialogue, as Shepard talks with her crew and learns about her next mission. This lengthy series of dialogues with NPCs introduces players to one of BioWare’s most innovative methods of creating dialogue as technical content—the dialogue wheel. In terms of emergent narrative, Mass Effect is highly dependent upon these dialogue wheels, which lead the player through a myriad of choices that lead to different conversational options. As such dialogue trees exist as technical content because they guide the player through the various ways that the player may interpret and role-play her character. Dialogue trees have existed for decades in “Choose Your Adventure” books and other similar early attempts at interactivity through print narratives, but digital games allowed far more nuance and complexity with this technical system of emergent narration. Mass Effect staff writer Alexander Freed (2014) described the technical uses of branching dialogue:


Dialogue is a powerful and versatile storytelling tool—it characterizes, it builds relationships, it turns subtext into text, it gives rhythm and pacing to scenes, it creates an “index” of key words and phrases to a narrative, it brings drama into quiet moments. (para. 2)


Dialogue wheels therefore were the Mass Effect writing team’s best asset when used as a technical communication tool. For Mass Effect, the BioWare team created a dialogue wheel when the player as Commander Shepard addresses or responds to an NPC. Dialogue choices on the left side of the wheel result in more information on a topic from the NPC. Dialogue choices on the wheel’s right conclude a conversation.
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Figure 4.3 Mass Effect dialogue wheel.


These dialogue options also modulated how much of the narrative unfolds, as the player could choose several dialogue options or none at all (Carvalho 2014). In addition to this innovative dialogue tree system, The Mass Effect team further refined the dialogue system to include another way for the player to shape Shepard’s personality—Paragon and Renegade choices. Whereas KOTOR employed a system of “good” or “evil” dialogue choices to represent the player-character’s move toward the light or dark side of The Force, in Mass Effect no such binary morality system is used. Instead, the player can choose to make Shepard compassionate and heroically self-sacrificial (Paragon), or ruthless with a “victory at all costs” mentality (Renegade). In the game’s character screen, a vertical bar shows how many Paragon or Renegade points Shepard has acquired. Consistent Paragon or Renegade choices open further choices on the dialogue wheel’s left side. On the wheel’s right side, Paragon choices are represented at the top-right corner. Neutral (neither Paragon nor Renegade) options are in the center, while Renegade choices are at bottom-left.
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Figure 4.4 Dialogue wheel with Paragon and Renegade options.


The Paragon/Renegade bar further represents what the Mass Effect team called “charm ranks.” The more charm ranks a player acquires with consistent Paragon/Renegade choices, the more opportunity the player has to gain bonuses for Shepard, such as improved healing and lower wait times before reusing combat abilities (Mass Effect Wiki 2018a). Once the player has filled 80 percent of the bar with either Paragon or Renegade choices, an option appears to complete a special side quest. On a first playthrough of the game, it is difficult to fill the Paragon/Renegade bar before the game’s end. This difficulty provides incentive to replay the game, as charm ranks are carried over with all of Shepard’s acquired skills and abilities in subsequent playthroughs. Late in the game, without a sufficient number of charm ranks, the player may not be able to prevent one NPC in Shepard’s crew to kill another crew member (Mass Effect Wiki 2018b).

The Mass Effect dialogue wheel exists therefore to deliver technical content with the intent of persuading players to consistently role-play Shepard as either compassionately heroic or ruthlessly pragmatic. Rather than employ the old digital role-playing game (DRPG) method of pop-up windows or a digital manual that describes dialogue choices, the Mass Effect team invented the dialogue wheel as a method for providing both player choice and for delivering information about the Mass Effect universe, its characters, and the game’s plot. If the player wished further information, a codex in the main menu provides greater detail on the game’s races, characters, civilizations, and technologies. The codex is then constantly updated with new information as the game progresses, keeping a sort of log regarding the player’s adventures as Shepard.
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Figure 4.5 Mass Effect journal and codex.


BioWare also used a new engine for Mass Effect, created by Epic Games for their 1998 game Unreal. The Unreal engine, which in 2007 was in its third iteration, was more flexible than BioWare’s own Odyssey engine used for KOTOR and Jade Empire, allowing Walters and his design team to create a cinematic style for the game. After three years in development, Mass Effect launched on November 20, 2007, just a month after Oblivion. BioWare also licensed DemiUrge Studios to refine the game for PC release on May 28, 2008. Within a year, the game had sold over two million units and receiving critical acclaim, with a Metacritic rating of 89/100 for the Xbox 360 version and 85/100 for the Demiurge PC port.

Mass Effect is far from a perfect game; Hudson, Walters, and Karpyshyn spent so much of their time on the game’s emergent narrative and dialogue wheel that it left precious little time to develop the Unreal 3 engine’s ability to create tactically effective and satisfying combat. The result is what Melhárt (2018) called game flow disruption—a complex psychological state that impedes a player’s intrinsic enjoyment of and desire to complete a game. When game flow is disrupted for a player, “these frustrating scenarios leave their attentional system overloaded and cognitive resources preoccupied. They also limit players’ autonomy and do not give enough competence feedback to facilitate intrinsic motivation” (Melhárt 2018: para. 73). Using a term derived from Hocking’s (2007) blog post about the 2007 game BioShock, Bosman (2019) defined the disconnection between ease-of-gameplay and narrative as “ludonarrative dissonance” (547). When the narrative is disturbed for a player because of difficult or faulty gameplay mechanics, “the ethical gameplay is disturbed because the player experiences a divide between what the game seems to ask from the player (moral behavior) and what the game actually makes the player do” (Bosman 2019: 547–8).

In his review of the game for IGN, Brudvig (2007) warned players that the combat learning curve in Mass Effect is steep, and the “almost non-existent tutorials” (para. 5) don’t help. For example, during Shepard’s first mission to a planet called Eden Prime, pop up tutorials guide the player in aiming Shepard’s weapon, using cover, throwing grenades, and firing her rifle. After these first few instances where players execute these actions, they are on their own. Thereafter during the Eden Prime mission, action occurs in real-time; players unable to quickly master the game’s combat controls are destined to reload a saved game after Shepard is killed. Shepard can save her squad mates by using “medi-gel,” a sci-fi version of the fantasy game healing potion, but the game’s mechanics do not allow squadmates to offer medi-gel for Shepard. Once Shepard is out of hit points, the game over screen appears while the player is forced to watch a ragdoll Shepard crumple lifelessly to the ground. Brudvig (2007) also noted that the game’s squadmate artificial intelligence (AI) was underwhelming:


It doesn’t help that the artificial intelligence in Mass Effect can be less than stellar at times. Your squad mates are quite often no more useful than cannon fodder to draw the enemy away from you. But then, the same could be said about the opposition. The game can still be, and often is, tough in spite of the idiosyncrasies of the enemies, but it certainly doesn’t make the target very believable when it occasionally behaves like a moron. (para. 8)


Despite Mass Effect’s underdeveloped combat system, the game was a hit, selling 1.6 million copies by January 2008 (Brightman 2008). The game marked an achievement for BioWare that Jade Empire couldn’t quite accomplish; the company had moved successfully into the console market, and as a result created a substantial fanbase. The BioWare Social Network was filled with Mass Effect enthusiasts, who posted less about the game’s mechanics and far more about Shepard’s crew, and Shepard’s relationship with them, as decided by players. With Mass Effect, BioWare had acquired a distinctive brand as the developer of games where player choice mattered. It seemed irrelevant that BioWare game’s main quests never changed. What was relevant—and what BioWare used as their brand—was that by allowing the player to determine friendship, enemy, or romantic status with a game’s NPCs, players believed they had control of the game’s story. In essence, the dialogue wheel as a technical communication tool fostered emotional dilemmas for players (Jørgensen 2010), and fomented player’s belief that their decision based on their dilemmas changed the game’s narrative trajectory (Weaver and Lewis 2012). Players never really did have that kind of control, but that fact didn’t stop BioWare from publicizing their status as the company that cared about player agency.

Fallout 3—Bethesda Launches Its Own Science Fiction World

Mass Effect was far from the first successful science fiction DRPG. To chart the history of Mass Effect’s predecessors, we have to venture all the way back to the 1980s, in the earliest years of digital games. After Edu-Ware’s Space first took the leap into digital science fiction games, Omnitrend Software released Universe in 1983. This massive game required four floppy disks to play, and shipped with an instruction manual in a binder (Barton and Stacks 2019: 106). The company published sequels in 1985 and 1989; all three games are transitional in company’s shift from pen-and-paper role-playing games (RPGs) to digital environments. Each Universe game featured increasingly robust character-creation interfaces, but also each game relies on text narratives for gameplay.

Among these early science fiction DRPGs, Binary Systems’ Starflight, released in 1986 by EA, stands out. Fifteen years in development, Starflight offers planetary exploration, a crew of NPCs to which the player can assign unique skills through leveling, and a rudimentary combat system. Mass Effect therefore owes much to what Binary Systems created with Starfire.

In 1991, designers Eric Hyman, William Leslie and Thomas Carbone from New World Computing released Planet’s Edge, a science fiction DRPG that represents much of what had become standard among games in the genre—planetary exploration, shooting weapons, and spaceships. For the most part, however, designers of the 1980s and 1990s stuck with fantasy for their DRPGs. Planet-hopping—which had become a staple in science fiction DRPGs—consumed significant memory and designer time. Shooting weapons also required physics that simply weren’t necessary when characters wielded slashing swords. And finally, technological concepts become increasingly complex in science fiction. However, none of those DRPG features so common to early science fiction DRPGS would actually be considered essential in the science fiction genre.2

By the end of the 1990s, Valve corporation had created its own mini-franchise by the universally acclaimed Half-Life PC games in 1998 and 2004. Like BioWare, Bethesda was ready to create new worlds through their own science fiction franchise. Though they had enjoyed great success with the Elder Scrolls series, Bethesda saw the impact of first-person shooter games on the console market and sought to combine their DRPG prowess from The Elder Scrolls with an original science fiction property. The science fiction game Bethesda chose, however, wasn’t entirely new; it had instead been developed by Interplay, the distributor of Baldur’s Gate. During the post-Xbox console boom when Sony, Xbox, and Nintendo were in the midst of an enormous gaming boom, Interplay had over-diversified, and as a result was facing bankruptcy because of too many failed games.

One of Interplay’s most successful games had been Fallout: A Post-Nuclear Role Playing Game, released by the company for PC in 1997. The game’s introduction begins in the mid-twenty-first century, when a group of scientists enters a fallout shelter just before World War III. The subsequent global conflict results in nuclear devastation across the entire plant. The game’s player-character, called the Vault Dweller, emerges from the fallout shelter and roams the wasteland eighty-four years after the war has ended. Throughout the game, the Vault Dweller searches for the parts necessary to repair the shelter’s water system. A commercial and critical success, Fallout spawned a sequel, Fallout 2, a year later in 1998. But by then Interplay was in serious financial trouble and had begun selling its IP rights to other companies. As a potential science fiction accompaniment to their successful Elder Scrolls series, Bethesda purchased the Fallout IP from Interplay, and then made plans for a new Fallout game.

Todd Howard assembled a team to start work on Fallout 3 after the success of Morrowind in 2002, building on the success of the two previous titles in the series by incorporating an action role-playing component to Morrowind’s open-world design. To do so, Bethesda used previously developed technology to add 3D graphics and real-time combat to the game. They also developed the game from a first-person perspective; Interplay’s previous versions had relied on third-person perspective, conventional graphics, and turn-based combat.

Set in a postapocalyptic world, Fallout 3 takes place in the year 2277 in what remains of Washington DC. In the game, players fight against the corrupt government that has taken control of the area, starting from an underground bunker and later emerging to deal with the zombies, criminals, and other dangers of the new world. Upon its release, the game sold approximately 100,000 units more in its first month than BioWare had with Mass Effect. In this shot across BioWare’s bow, Bethesda served notice that player enjoyed the open-world concept of DRPG gaming at least as much—and arguably more—than the emergent narrative structure of BioWare games.

One aspect of Fallout 3 foretold of what was to come in the internet era of online player buzz regarding a game. In their own unique ways, Bethesda and BioWare had been fashioning themselves as the digital successors to pen-and-paper RPGs—Bethesda through their open-world concept, and BioWare through player agency in the player-character’s relationships with NPCs in each BioWare game. In 2007 and 2008, neither company used player agency specifically to advertise their games, but reviewers for Mass Effect and Fallout 3 consistently described player choice in each game. A new culture of fan expectations and appeasement was building, based on both company’s efforts to duplicate the pen-and-paper RPG experience. That culture would become increasingly difficult for each company to bear, as Bethesda discovered with Fallout 3.

At the end of Fallout 3, the Vault Dweller must sacrifice herself to save the world from more nuclear devastation. Then the game ends, and the player is returned to the main loading screen. This moment of ludic dissonance was particularly egregious for players because it arrived at the game’s end, the traditional moment of “payoff” when players expect to “win” or “beat” the game. Such moments cause players to reject the game’s narrative, effectively resisting the ethical and moral structures that the game has created (Consalvo, Busch, and Jong 2019).

Massive player backlash was nearly immediate a few days after the game’s release. Using the internet through social media and fan forums to galvanize their protest, wave after wave of negative feedback reached Bethesda. In his retrospection of Fallout 3, Thier (2015) wrote:


99% of the game was open-world bliss: you, the lone wanderer, traipsing about the wasteland on your way to becoming an invincible warrior capable of shifting the entire fate of the post-apocolyptic [sic] DC metro. But when the main story came to its climax, that idea of choice melted away. (para. 2)


The idea of player agency and a degree of player autonomy in digital games may have already existed in the minds of players prior to Fallout 3; after all, the open-world game had existed since 1986 when Nintendo released the first Legend of Zelda game. But by 2007, the internet had galvanized game player communities through online discussion forums; Facebook and Twitter were also just around the corner. Players who used these forums discovered that game companies were paying attention—sometimes by declaring themselves on discussion boards and sometimes by lurking under the guise of usernames. A new player mentality was emerging: the belief that players were entitled to share in the design of a game.

Cocreation: Customer and User Becomes Designer and Manufacturer

In 2000, C. K. Prahalad and Venkatram Ramaswamy published an article entitled “Co-opting Customer Competence” in the Harvard Business Review which described how the internet was transforming the relationship between a company and its customers. No longer just passive buyers, customers instead could “now initiate the dialogue; they have moved out of the audience and onto the stage” (Prahalad and Ramaswamy 2000: para. 6). Citing Microsoft as an example, Prahalad and Ramaswamy described how companies were using the opinions of their customers as a type of product competency. By 2000, Microsoft was already asking customers to participate in usability tests of Microsoft products. The internet allowed Microsoft to reach an enormous, varied demographic, and therefore gain valuable feedback on the viability of their software. In addition, internet forums and the digitization of customer service feedback drew manufacturers, retailers, and customers closer; customers could provide nearly instant responses to their perceived quality of retail service and manufacturing quality of products. In effect, the authors argued, customers were becoming “cocreators” (Prahalad and Ramaswamy 2000: para. 5) in the manufacturing process through their participation in the development, construction, and sales of goods and services.

Since Prahalad and Ramaswamy published their article, theories of consumer cocreation have increased dramatically. In 2010, Hoyer et al. outlined a framework for companies to use customer cocreation theories to develop products that consumers want and need, provide some measure of quality control that is customer-centered, and serve as a marketing and public relations tool. The authors warned, however, that cocreation might result in customers “as a formidable source of competition, since they may be unwilling to purchase a firm’s new releases or may develop competing versions that damage the firms’ own product sales and brand equity” (Hoyer et al. 2010: 293). Bethesda discovered after the release of Fallout 3 just how formidable their players could be when galvanized across internet spaces, as often vicious criticism continued to mount over the game’s ending. In response, Bethesda made a decision that would serve as an ominous precedent for the digital gaming industry; they decided on a strategy of fan appeasement.

After releasing two DLCs for Fallout 3—each for $9.99—by 2009 collective hatred of the game’s ending had created enough negative buzz that Bethesda released Broken Steel, which included an additional game quest and more significantly, the option to change the game’s ending and allow the game’s player-character to continue adventuring in Fallout 3’s Washington DC wasteland. While Bethesda’s decision seems reasonable on the surface, in the games industry cocreative practices have proven highly problematic. First, digital games exist in a murky area between commercial products and art. Game designs require a considerable amount of creativity from writers, composers, sound technicians, voice actors, and graphic renderers. In other words, aesthetic choices in a game are imbedded into a software commodity. It’s beyond the purview of this book to debate whether or not games are art, but there’s no question game designers do. And their publishers do as well—at least when it’s in a game company’s best interest.

A second and thornier issue than the status of games as art is the question of IP. To whom do the aesthetic creations belong? The obvious answer—and the legally correct one—is the game company. But by adopting cocreative practices to take advantage of potential increases in customer satisfaction, companies risk overempowering their customers, who may develop the belief that player agency in games—whether illusionary or not—may influence or demand how elements of a game’s narrative are created. Modding culture may also have contributed to the growing sense of fan cocreation of games in the 2000s. Mods exist because a player doesn’t like one or more aspects of a game. Shrewd companies—Bethesda among them—have encouraged modders because mods increase a game’s longevity, and presumably sell more copies or DLCs of a game.

Modding also very often fundamentally changes the nature of how a game operates. When a player downloads and installs dozens of mods onto a game, the act of doing so raises a question: is the player’s modded game still the original aesthetic product? Or is it something else, cocreated by the player, modders, and the game company? Like Bethesda, BioWare would have no easy answers for that question. Their cocreation problem—and their experience with mods, modding culture, and cocreation—began not with the first Mass Effect game, but instead with BioWare’s Dragon Age: Origins (DAO), the game that BioWare cofounder Ray Muzyka called the spiritual successor to Baldur’s Gate.

DAO—BioWare’s Fantasy Blockbuster

In 2008, BioWare briefly flirted with handheld game platforms when the company licensed Sega’s Sonic the Hedgehog. BioWare’s game Sonic Chronicles: The Dark Brotherhood was another attempt to parlay an already-successful IP into more platform sales—this time the Nintendo DS system. While reviewers noted BioWare’s success in transforming the popular Sonic franchise character into the DRPGs from the franchise’s original roots as an action-adventure game, reviewers also complained about what they perceived as a simplistic story and a needlessly difficult combat system. After Sonic Chronicles: The Dark Brotherhood, BioWare abandoned the Sonic license. That abandonment may have had something to do with a lawsuit for copyright infringement filed against BioWare’s parent company EA by Archie Comics writer Ken Pender, who alleged that The Dark Brotherhood’s characters were plagiarized from his Sonic comics series. The lawsuit was eventually dismissed (Oliver 2012), but lasted long enough to eliminate any chance of BioWare creating a sequel to their Sonic game. Sonic: The Dark Brotherhood’s project lead Mark Darrah had also been working concurrently on BioWare’s original fantasy IP, which the company hoped would exist alongside Mass Effect as BioWare’s flagship franchises.

Revealed at E3 in 2004, DAO, had already been in development for two years, after Muzyka, Zeschuk, and financial director/project manager Dan Tudge tapped David Gaider, a story writer for BGII and KOTOR, for lead writing duties on the company’s new fantasy game. Gaider was allowed to build the fantasy world of DAO before creating the story, which allowed for a rich history and mythology that players could discover while playing the game. Many aspects of the game are Tolkienesque, following a long tradition of fantasy fiction obeisance to Tolkien’s elves and dwarves. In an interview with IGN’s Tal Blevins (2004), Ray Muzyka explained that races would be “archetypal” (para. 3)—meaning like Tolkien’s,3 or more popularly, like the races of elves and dwarves in Dungeons and Dragons (D&D). Gaider’s inspiration for the world he named “Thedas”4 is a patchwork of what had become traditional high fantasy since D&D cemented its elements in popular culture: magic, dragons, elves, dwarves, humans, and a quasi-medieval setting. Despite all the trappings of high fantasy, Gaider (2013) also wanted to ground his world in nontraditional ideas:


I wanted to subvert some of the common fantasy tropes while still keeping the conventions recognizable—elves who had been brought low rather than remaining aloof and immortal; dwarves who were conniving political schemers rather than stouthearted Scotsmen; mages who were feared for good reason. (para. 3)


The DAO design team’s challenge during the game’s opening sequences would be to orient players to Gaider’s version of standard Tolkienesque fantasy races. The game opens with a cinematic introduction that describes DAO’s principal antagonists, the darkspawn. By watching the intro, players learn that darkspawn were created when mages attempted to enter the heaven-like celestial realm of Thedas’s god, called The Maker. As punishment for their arrogant attempt, these mages become the first darkspawn, a race of grotesque dragon-like humanoids reminiscent of draconians in Margaret Weis and Tracy Hickman’s Dragonlance (1984–6), a series of D&D games and novels, and Robert Jordan’s darkfriends in his sprawling Wheel of Time (1990–2013) fantasy series. To stem the tide of darkspawn, who threatened to overrun Thedas during an infestation known as the Blight, an order of champions and heroes named the Grey Wardens emerged who defeated the darkspawn and sent them back underground. The introductory cinematic ends with an ominous warning that the darkspawn have returned, signaling that a new Blight may be starting in Thedas and Grey Wardens may again be needed.

The player is then taken to the DAO character-creation screen, which features a 3D rendering of the player’s avatar, and a pop-up window that explains that the player will have a choice “of six distinct opening stories” (DAO 2019a) to begin the game. The pop-up window also reveals that the player’s chosen background for her character “affects how characters respond to you throughout the game” (DAO 2019a). The player then must choose her character’s gender, race, class, and background before moving to the next screen. Underneath the icons for each of these choices is a text box that explains each category. For instance, if the player clicks on the “elf” race icon, the following text appears:


Once enslaved by humans, most elves have all but lost their culture, scrounging an impoverished living in the slums of human cities. Only the nomadic Dalish tribes still cling to their traditions, living by the bow and the rule of their old gods as they roam the ancient forests, welcome nowhere else. Elves can be warriors, rogues or mages. (DAO 2019b)
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Figure 4.6 Dragon Age elf character screen.


In Baldur’s Gate, BioWare’s developers could assume a certain amount of prior knowledge about D&D, its traditional character races and classes, and the D&D fantasy medieval setting. The trick for DAO would be to include during character creation just enough technical content to orient to the player to Gaider’s changes to those D&D races and classes. In the elf character description, the player wouldn’t know what a “Dalish” tribe is, or who the elves’ “old gods” are. But the on-screen character image of a humanoid with pointed ears that is slightly smaller in stature than a human would definitely be recognizable to D&D players.

Text content in the dwarf option screen for DAO similarly emphasizes the race’s socioeconomic status in the game, stating that dwarves are “rigidly bound by caste and tradition,” and that dwarves face eventual extinction from darkspawn, who have been encroaching for centuries on the dwarves “underground empire.” The 3D dwarf model is unmistakably Tolkienesque; the model is shortest of the three playable races, and dwarf males feature a long, braided beard.
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Figure 4.7 Dragon Age dwarf character screen.


While the class options for warrior and rogue provide the usual content about warriors as brawny fighters and rogues as swift-footed, lightly armed thieves—all D&D staple features—only the mage class provides content for that classes’ socioeconomic content:


As dangerous as it is potent, magic is a curse for those lacking the will to wield it. Malevolent spirits that wish to enter the world of the living are drawn to mages like beacons, putting the mage and everyone nearby in constant danger. Because of this, mages lead lives of isolation, locked away from the world they threaten.
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Figure 4.8 Dragon Age mage character screen.


After choosing gender, race, and class, players then may customize their character’s voice and appearance, in much the same way players do in Morrowind and Oblivion, and with much more facial customization available than players had with KOTOR or Jade Empire. This character customization is the first sign in DAO that Bethesda may have had some degree of influence on BioWare’s character-creation system. From the appearance and voice screen, players then are allowed to spend five points to increase their character’s attributes, which had also become fairly standard by 2009: Strength, Dexterity, Willpower, Magic, Cunning, and Constitution. By hovering the mouse cursor over each attribute, players may read about each one in a text box that appears below the attributes list. Then after spending points on the character’s skills and talents, players select a difficulty level from a pop-up window, and the game begins with another cinematic which describes the environment and circumstances of the player’s chosen origin story.

DAO provides technical information to the player in-game using three methods:


• pop-up tutorial windows, which operate as game functions to teach the player how to move their character, investigate objects, and fight hostile opponents

• journal entries, which appear when players select an object with an “eye” icon, indicating text content. Codex entries describe the DAO world state and its history; players also receive experience points for acquiring journal entries

• dialogue with NPCs.


Instead of the dialogue wheel created by the Mass Effect developers, DAO designers Mike Laidlaw, James Ohlen, and Brent Knowles used the numbered question and statement list that they had used for all other BioWare RPGs, beginning with Baldur’s Gate. These dialogue choices appear at the bottom of the screen whenever the player initiates conversation with an NPC. Players have up to five dialogue options in DAO, which can include statements or questions. Some questions will lead to the NPC asking the player-character a follow-up question, during which the player can learn more about the NPC, the player-character’s relationship with the NPC, or about the game world. Other dialogue options signal to the player an attitude that her in-game avatar may adopt, such as empathetic, sarcastic, or hostile.
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Figure 4.9 Dragon Age dialogue system.


Most dialogue options in DAO—as they were in other BioWare games—are emergent; they result in more information or an attitude from NPCs toward the player-avatar, but do not affect the main quest. DAO’s designers added greater transparency for the players regarding how their dialogue choices will affect NPC behavior. Each companion’s character screen in DAO contains an approval bar at the screen’s bottom, indicating the character’s approval or disapproval of the player-Warden’s5 actions. Players can therefore monitor their NPC companions’ attitude toward the player-Warden, which can be influenced by the player-Warden’s decisions during quests and dialogue choices during conversations with companion NPCs. In addition, whenever a companion NPC’s approval changes, a text notification appears on screen. This approval system still required a significant degree of interpretation and guesswork for players. Whereas in Mass Effect players knew precisely which dialogue options were “Renegade” choices and which were “Paragon,” in DAO and all other BioWare games the numbered dialogue choices aren’t labeled at all. Instead, players in DAO have to infer the tone and intent of each dialogue option.
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Figure 4.10 Dragon Age approval meter.
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Figure 4.11 Dragon Age approval notification.


The amount of technical information given to players about their avatar’s dialogue in DAO highlights one of the ongoing problems of DRPGs—the degree of player control when interacting with in-game NPCs. In most DRPGs, player-avatar dialogue usually serves two informative purposes: to instruct the player about the game world’s history and present state, and to provide clues that will assist the player in completing a quest. In Bethesda’s Elder Scrolls games and in Fallout 3, NPCs exist to either assist with or obstruct the player’s ability to complete a quest. But in BioWare games, dialogue serves an additional persuasive function: to create affinity or cause animosity with an NPC. In a tabletop RPG, players are entirely responsible for their characters’ interaction with NPCs, who are controlled by the dungeon master. Dialogue in tabletop RPGs therefore exists as a form of theatrical improvisation.

But in a DRPG, the game’s developers assume the Dungeon Master (DM) role, and are in control of both the avatar’s dialogue choices and NPC responses. The degree of player agency in choosing dialogue for their avatar is dependent on how much technical information players receive from the game about each dialogue option. The approval system in DAO was a step forward for BioWare in providing players with more agency regarding dialogue than even in Mass Effect, where players knew only how dialogue choices affected Shepard’s Renegade or Paragon personality. In DAO, players learn through the approval system how NPC companions react to dialogue responses, and how much those NPC companions like or dislike the player-Warden.

These interfaces through technical content in DAO create what Gregersen and Grodal (2009) describe as “interface mapping” (69), a series of game controls that evoke physical and emotional responses in a player, and provide the player with the sense that she affects the game’s narrative. These maps may be overt, such as defeating darkspawn during a combat sequence, or more subtle, such as choosing one of four dialogue options in conversation with an NPC companion. Regardless of the player’s actual choices in either combat or in conversation, if persistent—either by reloading a previous save if defeated in combat or by reloading and finding the preferred outcome of NPC dialogue through trial and error, players could metagame through interface mapping, and thus achieve their desired narrative outcome for DAO.

As a way of further influencing NPC companion attitudes during gameplay in DAO, the game’s designers also created a gift system, where the player-Warden can acquire items throughout the game that she can transfer to NPC companions’ inventories. If the gift pleases or angers the NPC companion, an in-game text appears that indicates the NPC’s degree of approval or disapproval.
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Figure 4.12 Dragon Age gift system.


Players’ response to the DAO approval system was varied, but also certainly widespread and constant across online forums after the game’s launch. Then just a few months after DAO’s November 22 release, BioWare released a DLC called “Feastday Gifts and Pranks”—fittingly on April Fool’s Day. Items in the DLC could be given by the player-Warden to NPC companions, resulting in a +50 Approval or –50 Disapproval, depending on the appropriateness of the gift. For instance, the player-Warden may give the NPC companion bard Leliana a lute, which will result in a +50 Approval. But if the player-Warden gives Leliana a gift of ugly shoes, the result will be a –50 Approval drop because through NPC dialogue Leliana reveals her love for beautiful shoes. The Feastday Gifts and Pranks DLC appeared to be BioWare’s acknowledgment that players wanted less organic and more manipulative control over dialogue with NPC companions. While if desired, players could reload DAO to a previous save and choose different dialogue options with NPC companions, players wanted a more fluid way of influencing NPC companion approval. In short, players wanted an easier way to metagame.

Metagaming

In a DRPG, the more technical information players have to control gameplay, the greater tendency players have to use that technical information to manipulate outcomes with NPCs, and thus achieve desirable quest and game completion states. Knowledge is power, and in a DRPG that power comes through technical content provided to players. Reloading a saved game has always been a standard feature of RPGs. When a player-avatar dies in-game, the player is forced to replay part of the game. In Bethesda games, a player may engage with an NPC for a limitless number of times.

But in BioWare games, once a conversational topic with an NPC ends, that conversation option sometimes no longer appears. And occasionally in BioWare games, NPCs will refuse to talk further with player-avatars once a dialogue with them is exhausted, or if an NPC becomes annoyed by the player’s choice of dialogue responses. While DAO’s designers obviously intended for closed-dialogue options to more closely approximate actual human conversation, online forum posts reveal that players often viewed dialogue not as a simulation of human interpersonal communication, but as technical content—a means to acquire information about how to do something. DRPGs by their nature violate the ancient, long-assumed goal of a game—to win. Furthermore, throughout forums, players still refer to completion of a DRPG as “beating the game.” The approval system in DAO didn’t have quite the effect, therefore, that the game’s designers may have intended. Instead, the dialogue approval system fueled metagaming, or the use of out-of-game information and contexts to achieve desired game states.

The term metagame was coined by Nigel Howard in 1971, as a way of describing his mathematical theory of political and economic competition. Howard proposed that in a war scenario, players will use a series of feasible scenarios to determine the best possible outcome. Use of Howard’s term “metagame” grew exponentially after the publication of D&D in 1974, evolving into the behaviors of RPG players who make in-game decisions based on information their avatars would not know. In effect, RPG players who engaged in metagaming behaviors were operating under the ancient “win/loss” goal of traditional gaming. A metagaming RPG player, in other words, uses any information at her disposal to achieve what the player believes is the best outcome for her in-game avatar or for the game narrative outcome the player hopes to achieve.

In ‘Metagaming: Video Games and the Practice of Play” (2017), Boluk and LeMieux described metagaming as the game outside the game: “a critical practice in which playing, making, and thinking about videogames occur within the same act” (ii).

Since in BioWare games NPC companions will leave the player-character’s company (and effectively leave the game) if their approval of the player-avatar is low enough, through metagaming players can choose dialogue options that produce the most NPC companion approval. BioWare’s Feastday Gifts and Pranks are merely a technical content tool that players can use to metagame in DAO—as well as BioWare’s acknowledgment that while metagaming may not have figured into the game’s design or the intent of DAO’s approval system, once again through online forums the players spoke—and BioWare appeared to have listened.

The Cinematic Game Trailer

To gain these dedicated players, BioWare had learned to rely on a social media platform that emerged in 2005—YouTube. Created by PayPal employees Chad Hurley, Steve Chen, and Jawed Karim, YouTube began as a warehouse for homemade videos—the first ever on the site featured Karim at the San Diego Zoo. The entire video is nineteen seconds long. After YouTube launched with Karim’s video on April 23, 2005, by September the site contained its first-ever video with 1 million views, an ad for the sneaker mogul Nike. Soon after, game companies joined the onslaught of companies that had discovered YouTube as a free method for reaching potential customers. In 2006, Bethesda had uploaded their Oblivion launch trailer, as had Activision with Call of Duty 3 (2006) and Square Enix with their trailer for Final Fantasy XII (2006). In each case, the trailers featured panoramic sweeps of gameplay locations, actual gameplay, or cinematic cutscenes from the games themselves. These trailers, which had first been published on the companies’ own web sites, reached a potentially far larger audience because of YouTube’s algorithms that calculated types of videos watched by YouTube users, and then suggesting similar videos based on users’ viewing history. Thus, companies could attract new customers merely by uploading their trailers onto the YouTube site—and all cost-free.

Three weeks before DAO launched, BioWare released on their web site, on YouTube, and on various media outlets a trailer depicting a key event in the game, when the player-Warden searches for the Urn of Sacred Ashes, which according to DAO houses the remains of Andraste, the game world’s religious founder. But rather than showcase DAO’s in-game visuals, the trailer was instead entirely cinematic, and was rendered from a different, more powerful 3D engine than the DAO Eclipse engine. But three weeks before the game launched, players wouldn’t have known what they were seeing in the trailer was not what they would be seeing during actual gameplay. To be sure, cinematic trailers had been long used to promote games, but contained actual gameplay, or cutscenes rendered using the game’s graphic engine.

And certainly, BioWare had never released a publicity video quite like the “Sacred Ashes” trailer, as it came to be known; the trailers for KOTOR (2003) and Jade Empire (2005) contained gameplay footage. What’s more, the Sacred Ashes trailer chronicles events that never occur during the game. In effect, the Sacred Ashes trailer exists as paratext,6 intended to garner interest in the game without really being at all like the game. Regarding the Sacred Ashes trailer as paratext, an exchange of information occurs between BioWare and potential buyers of DAO when potential buyers watch the video, but the information is not about gameplay in DAO. So, does the Sacred Ashes trailer therefore violate what had become a hallmark of game advertisement in the early years of social media—depiction of actual gameplay?

In his analysis of digital game trailers as paratext, Švelch (2016) traced the history of trailers as online advertisements beginning in 1998, when 20th Century Fox and LucasFilm released trailers for the film Star Wars: The Phantom Menace (1999) through several online channels. Švelch noted that while representativity to actual gameplay has long been considered a standard of digital games, the deceptive nature of game trailers continues to be problematic. In 2015, Sega lost a false advertising lawsuit when a judge determined that graphic quality of gameplay in trailers of Aliens: Colonial Marines (2015) did not match graphics in the actual game (Švelch 2016: 314). As a result, game companies now include disclaimers on game trailers that trailer content does not match actual gameplay.

But the Sacred Ashes trailer’s content is so cinematic it could hardly be confused with gameplay. Instead, the trailer exists far more as paratextual technical content than as a representation of the game. By watching the video, players see four important characters in the game, one of the game’s most important main quests, and that at some point during DAO the player will encounter and battle evil creatures called darkspawn, as well as a huge dragon. The Sacred Ashes trailer doesn’t therefore show potential buyers what they will be playing, but rather teases information they will learn more about when playing the game. The intent seems far less to deceive, and far more to pique interest in the game’s world and premise. Once again during the fledgling years of the internet, a new medium for delivering technical content was born.

Whatever the effect of the Sacred Ashes trailer, and likely due largely to the reputation BioWare had established with Baldur’s Gate and BGII, KOTOR, Jade Empire, and Mass Effect, DAO was a huge hit; the game sold 3.2 million copies just two months after its release in November 2009 (Reilly 2010). In July 2010, BioWare announced a sequel, Dragon Age II, before the company had released all of the DLC content for DAO. The company had released Mass Effect 2 (2010) in January of that year, so both of BioWare’s original franchises were well on their way, and the company was churning out content. The strain from so much development would soon show.

 Looking Ahead: Fan Power Grows

In Chapter 5, we’ll slow the progression of years to just two: 2010 and 2011. Those were banner years for Bethesda, BioWare, and CDPR, as each company released commercially successful and critically lauded games. Character creation, attire, loot, and interesting NPCs would reach technical apexes with each game. These achievements were due in no small part to the establishment of internet fan culture, and the solidification of fan spaces in social media. More than ever before, companies had constant access to what their fans wanted—or at least, what their most vocal social media fan users wanted. The era of the cocreative fan had begun, and wove its way into the development cycle of consumer products. Paramount among fans’ demands was a fuzzy, nebulous concept called “immersion”—that experience of integration with a narrative. The success of game companies would rise and fall on their ability to meet fan expectations of immersion. And fans had a variety of ways to let game companies know when they fell short of producing an immersive experience.
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5

A Cocreative Game World, for Better or for Worse

Both 2010 and 2011 would be watershed years for Bethesda, BioWare, and CD Projekt Red (CDPR); all three companies would release their most popular and critically acclaimed games to date. For CDPR, that wouldn’t be a high bar; the company had only one previous game to their credit. But for Bethesda and BioWare, the apex would be stratospheric and dizzying. Each company would have one additional critical and commercial success before the inevitable fall. Technical communication also reached a zenith of sorts in all three companies’ games. Character creation, attire, loot, and interesting non-player-characters (NPCs) would seamlessly integrate in the Big Three’s games of 2010–11 in a way that would drive fan popularity in the internet era of the superfan. These social media devotees, having gained nearly constant access to game designers through Facebook and Twitter, and having seen that game designers and marketing personnel were responding to their posts, began to see themselves as cocreators in the design experience. With regard to Bethesda and BioWare, a new era of superfans could be traced to the games that both companies released in 2010 and 2011, beginning with BioWare’s sequel to Mass Effect (2007).

Mass Effect 2

After BioWare’s success with Mass Effect 1 (ME1), the game’s design team immediately started work on a sequel, while the company’s marketing department shifted to the impending release of Dragon Age: Origins (DAO) (2009). In a 2010 interview with Justin McElroy for Engadget, BioWare producer Casey Hudson declared that the Mass Effect 2 (ME2) (2010) design team had created a list of forty problems in the original game that they wanted to fix. Hudson emphasized that the ME2 designers also created the game based on the comments of ME1 players. Although Hudson does not specifically mention his sources, they were undoubtedly culled from the thousands of threads not only on BioWare’s official fan discussion boards, but across many others as well. The veracity of Hudson’s statements is irrelevant; what is important for technical communicators is that Hudson was publicizing ME2 as a game cocreated by Mass Effect fans.

Just as they had with DAO, BioWare chose to publicize ME2 with cinematic trailers unconnected to actual gameplay. The game’s announcement trailer, which launched in February 2009—nearly a year before the game’s release—featured continuous overlays of Commander Shepard’s armor in a series of camera pans. During the sequence, a digital readout lists major events in Shepard’s career during ME1,and the trailer’s reveal occurs at the end of the video, when the readout lists Shepard’s status.
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Figure 5.1 Mass Effect 2 reveal trailer.


This small yet explosive detail was accompanied by silence by BioWare founders Ray Muzyka, Greg Zeschuk, and the ME2 design team. During interviews about the game throughout 2009, BioWare staff refused to speak about Shepard’s possible death in the game. The buzz created therefore by ME2 debut trailer continued throughout 2009 and until the game’s release on January 26, 2010.

Shepard’s death indeed occurs in the game’s opening cinematic sequence, during which the player takes control of Shepard for only a few moments. The game’s character creation occurs immediately after Shepard’s death, as a radical pro-human faction called Cerberus reconstructs Shepard. The player then can either import her Shepard character from ME1, or create an entirely new Shepard for the game.
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Figure 5.2 Mass Effect 2 character-creation screen.


If the player chooses to import her Shepard from ME1, a total of twenty-nine choices the player made in ME1 will be imported to ME2. In addition, while the player cannot change Shepard’s first name, gender, career, or history from ME1, the player can alter Shepard’s face—presumably because in the game’s plot, Shepard is reconstructed from her postmortem remains.

After the character creation—or recreation—process concludes, the player resumes control of Shepard, as she escapes an attack on the lab facility where she was reconstructed. This quest comprises the tutorial section of the game, as Shepard’s rescuer guides her out of the laboratory facility. A series of pop-up windows, by now traditional in digital role-playing game (DRPG) tutorials, instructs the players on how to operate the game’s controls. The in-game tutorial sequence integrated in the game narrative fulfills a dual function: the tutorial teaches players how to use the game controls, and it also immediately engages players in ME2’s narrative. Andersen, O’Rourke, Liu, Snider, Lowdermilk, Truong, Cooper, and Popović (2012) found that game tutorials increase a player’s time in the game, but do little to engage or immerse players in the game itself. By 2010, many game companies had learned this, and therefore integrated their “how to” with story. In-game tutorials also provide players with a “conflict-solution” task; in order to progress the story, the player must learn the game controls. Often, early game tutorials are deliberately forgiving, and allow players several or innumerable tries at effectively using game controls. Tutorials therefore act as a game progression device, and provide players with a sense of satisfaction or accomplishment that often drives gameplay (Butler et al. 2015).
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Figure 5.3 Mass Effect 2 tutorial.


Technical Communication in ME2

Information available to the player is streamlined throughout ME2, and simplified to a far greater degree than in ME1. Perhaps the most significant change regarding technical content in the game is the inventory system, which was something of a disaster in ME1. In the first game of the series, the inventory screen was a long, continuous list of items groups only in clusters by type and level. To find ammunition, for instance, in ME1 the player would have to scroll all the way down the list, find the ammunition clusters, and then load an ammunition type into Shepard’s and each squadmates’ weapons. It also isn’t clear in ME1 which armor works for which squadmates. Armor for alien squadmates is described, but not for humans. Little information exists to inform the player that, for instance, Ashley Williams, an NPC human fighter squadmate, can wear any human armor, but Kaiden Alenko, a human squadmate with telekinetic powers (called “biotics” in Mass Effect) can wear only light or medium armor. Or that Liara T’Soni, a biotic squadmate belonging to an alien race called The Asari, can wear human armor, but only light armor. To further increase the unnecessary complexity of ME1’s inventory system, all weapons for all squadmates are upgradable, and every squadmate can carry any type of weapon. The inventory system in ME1 is seemingly endless.

In ME2, squadmates’ armor remains the same throughout the game, and is not upgradable by the player.1 Weapons also do not contain upgrades or additional components, and squadmates use only two weapon types each. Throughout the game, Shepard may find or buy new weapons, which squadmates can also use, but the player is no longer burdened with choosing each weapon type for each squadmate, or for upgrading each weapon. This simplified approach to character inventories met some criticism across fan forums, however, and exemplifies the yin-and-yang DRPG designers face when implementing its standardized features of character equipment, such as armor and weapons, and character progression through leveling. Too much choice and too many options, and inventories become unwieldy. Critics then complain in reviews, and players complain in discussion board forums. Too little choice, and critics complain about that in reviews. And players complain in fan forum discussion boards.

Inventories and equipment customization also mean increased system memory allocations. Gaming consoles drive system memory requirements; whatever the Xbox or PlayStation can handle, that’s how much game designers have to work with when designing a game for multiple platforms. By dramatically thinning player-character and NPC companion equipment and weapon inventories, BioWare’s lead designer Preston Watamaniuk and his team could allow much more room to devote to Mac Walters and Drew Karpyshyn for the game’s story.

Emergent Narrative in ME2

The dialogue wheel from ME1 returned in ME2, but with a significant addition—what the design team called “Paragon and Renegade Interrupts.” At key moments during gameplay, an icon appears on the bottom corners of the screen—left corner for a Renegade interrupt, and right corner for a Paragon interrupt, accompanied by a metal “gong” sound.
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Figure 5.4 Mass Effect 2 Renegade and Paragon interrupts.


If the player successfully clicks on the left or right mouse button (on a personal computer), then Shepard performs either a ruthless (Renegade) or benevolent (Paragon) action. This innovative technical content in ME2 further aided players in developing Shepard’s personality. These interrupts also allow the player to experiment with various ways of communicating and interacting with NPCs—in essence, “trying on” attitudes Shepard can adopt. As technical content, the interrupts also provide visual markers for turning points in Shepard’s personality and in her relationships with crewmates (Heron and Belford 2014; Lange 2014).

The dialogue wheel in ME2 wasn’t without its problems, however. During conversations with potentially romanceable NPCs, if the player chooses a Paragon response for Shepard, the choice will effectively initiate or continue a romance with that NPC. In other words, during key moments in Shepard’s relationships, the player cannot choose for Shepard to be kind or polite but not sexually suggestive—the two intentions were often contained in the same Paragon response. Players therefore complained about “ninja romances” in ME2—NPCs who declared their amorous intentions for Shepard without the player’s wishes.
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Figure 5.5 Skyrim character-creation screen.


Despite the occasional disconnect between the dialogue wheel response summary and what Shepard actually says, dialogue in ME2 is extensive and complex; Shepard can form deep attachments to her crew; Bizzocchi and Tanenbaum (2012) noted that “Shepard’s emotional commitment or detachment from his squadmates varies considerably across the three playings described earlier—and the game’s progress is inflected and driven by these differences” (399). Players can also learn a wealth of information about the Mass Effect universe from dialogue with squadmates and with other NPCs in the game. The game’s narrative was equally innovative; Shepard spends most of the game recruiting squadmates for a suicide mission to defeat Reaper minions called The Collectors, who have been harvesting thousands of humans for mysterious, undoubtedly nefarious purposes. Once each crew member is recruited through gameplay, Shepard has the opportunity to engage each one in dialogue. As in Mass Effect (2007), Shepard’s dialogue with her crewmates does not affect their like or dislike of Shepard, but during the game’s final mission, if Shepard has not gained the loyalty of her squadmates through dialogue choices and through each squadmate’s side quest, called “loyalty missions,” every one of Shepard’s squadmates can die. In ME2, the player’s lack of careful attention to the game’s technical content results not necessarily in a “Game Over” screen, but instead in the death of all Shepard’s recruits.

Player agency in an emergent narrative therefore had dramatic consequences for several narrative arcs in ME2. Through dialogue or during each squadmate’s loyalty mission, the player could decide as Shepard to support the squadmate or prevent the squadmate from achieving her or his goals. Each of these decisions—and the degree to which Shepard acts toward each squadmate—affects the suicide mission. Thus, the suicide mission could fail, and not with a “game over” screen; the mission could be a failure, with Shepard and her crew annihilated. In that apocalyptic option, only Shepard’s pilot would be left alive to tell the story of everyone else’s demise. BioWare had therefore reached a new level in its demand that players effectively use the game’s technical content through dialogue wheel options. In his review of ME2 for IGN, Erik Brudvig (2010) elaborated thus:


The actions you take in the sequel only compound this feeling of personalization. By the finale you’ll have made so many decisions—ranging from simple things like whether you play as a male or female all the way up to those governing life or death—that the result is a game that is yours and yours alone. (para. 5)


Reviews were nearly universal in their acclaim for the game in general, and specifically for the way players could personalize their experience, based not only on their actions in ME1, but also by the choices players make in ME2 when recruiting the suicide mission crew and gaining (or losing) their loyalty. As Brudvig (2010) described, “Things you say and do actually matter, and that’s an incredible sensation to get from a videogame” (para. 5).

The results of Karpyshyn and Walter’s story; Watamaniuk and his team’s design; and the emphasis on gameplay and story over inventory and other mundane role-playing game (RPG) features paid dividends. ME2 received universal acclaim from critics, and currently holds a 96/100 Metacritic rating (Metacritic 2019), placing it among the all-time highest-rated digital games, according to Metacritic. The game sold 2 million Xbox 360 and PC copies in three days (MCV 2010); the PlayStation 3 version was released in 2011. By the end of 2012, ME2 had sold 4.6 million copies (D’Angelo 2012), making it BioWare’s best-selling game. With ME2, BioWare had reached the top of the mountain. Only one way to go from there, as the company would discover with their sequel to DAO.

Skyrim—Bethesda Ups the Ante

Nearly two years after BioWare released ME2, on November 11, 2011, Bethesda released The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim, a game that would come to define their efforts to create player agency, just as ME2 had for BioWare. Skyrim is a game about environment. By focusing on technical information and on the game’s setting, Bethesda created a fantasy world that finally approached the skills of Dungeon Masters (DMs). As Van Ord (2011b) recounted about Skyrim, “You might feel an eerie chill as you glimpse a half-sunken ship through the mist, or watch as a dragon comes to life before your very eyes under the swirling firmament” (para. 2). The results are immersive.

The advantage that DRPGs have always had over traditional dungeon masters was their potential to create sounds rather than imitate them and to produce images rather than to describe them, and to blend those elements around a story. By 2011, game designers were approaching that level of interaction. As Coldeway (2011) described Skyrim, “The atmospheric noises are good, too, with deep rumbles accompanying visual effects in caves, satisfying swishes and thwocks from arrows, and lots of great-sounding nature noises, from wind and rain to wildlife” (para. 8). This development of complete scenarios with narrative, action, sound, and visuals itself is a monumental task. Riedl and Bulitko (2012) elaborated:


There are a number of open research questions, such as the following: how and when to intervene in the virtual world on behalf of the user? How to generate narrative structures? How to encode human authorial intent and at what level of abstraction? How to incorporate believable characters into an interactive narrative framework? How to tailor narrative experiences? (75)


Skyrim answers nearly all these questions. The game’s main quest is always available for players, but by no means are players forced into progressing or even completing the main quest’s storyline. Instead, the game contains 261 side quests, which include eighteen radiant quests that can be infinitely repeated (Skyrim 2019). In addition, as the fifth title in the series, Skyrim had a vast amount of history from which to draw. Onyett (2011) explained that “with the release of every Elder Scrolls game, the fiction becomes denser, and the cross-referencing for long-time fans all the more rewarding” (para. 8).

As one would expect, the world is vast, and the choices for what to do in that world are pivotal. But Skyrim took open worlds in new directions. In his review of the game for PC Gamer, Tom Francis (2011) wrote, “The games we normally call open worlds—the locked off cities and level-restricted grinding grounds—don’t compare to this” (para. 38). But Skyrim provides much more than an open-world sandbox because it intricately weaves its various side plots into the main story line. Choices that players make during side quests have direct consequences that affect the game world, and not just in how people react and speak to the player-character, but also with the options available later in the game. That had been true of previous DRPGs of course; however with Skyrim, player choices feel much more natural. Players are often asked to choose sides among warring factions during the game, or to complete quests that are ethically questionable.

Not only are players given the option to perform unscrupulous tasks, but NPCs will also encourage the player-character to do so and offer rewards for accomplishing vile deeds. The result is what feels like a living, breathing world that operates independently of the player. As Rosenberg (2011) stated in his review of Skyrim for Digital Trends, “More so than Oblivion or Morrowind, Skyrim effectively creates an impression that there’s a world that exists around you and without you” (para. 9). Even if the player rejects immoral side quests, those quests remain available, so that players always have the choice to complete those quests. Those same wicked NPCs will also discriminate against the PC and double-cross her if doing so profits them.

In Skyrim, morality is fluid—much like in the real world. In Skyrim, therefore, Bethesda’s designers further refined the NPC systems of Morrowind and Oblivion, identified by Lankoski and Björk (2007) as “Initiative,” “Own Agenda,” and “Sense of Self.”2 In Skyrim, NPCs appear to have their own motivations, goals, and reasons for engaging the player-character in dialogue or for providing the player-character with quests. In other words, Skyrim NPCs have their own agenda. Mac Walters, Casey Hudson, Drew Karpyshyn, and the BioWare writing team had also created this “Own Agenda” characteristic for NPCs through loyalty quests in ME2, but in Skyrim the game world is filled with these characters. In addition, whereas Commander Shepard can find her crewmates at locations on the Normandy ship that are specific for each location, in Skyrim, NPCs’ sense of self is manifested in their ability to “navigate the game world” (Lankoski and Björk 2007: 420).

Many other familiar DRPG elements are present in Skyrim. Players can still attain various skills and levels for their in-game avatars, and those levels progress on a familiar scale that had become traditional for DRPGs. But Skyrim makes changes to character development that make character progression seem more organic. Players select a race that starts them with preestablished abilities, rather than wade through an extensive character-creation phase in which the minutiae of selecting the player-character’s abilities becomes tiresome.

While removing an element of control via character creation at the game’s beginning, Bethesda offered players extensive character customization within the game itself by allowing players to experience gameplay and then to choose their character’s skills that they want to improve. And in Skyrim, all skills and abilities are available to players throughout the game. At any point, players can choose to enhance their character’s fighting ability, thieving skills, or magic use. The traditional Dungeons and Dragons (D&D) limits of fighter, thief, or mage-only is absent in Skyrim; this method of character development enhances player agency in character creation.
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Figure 5.6 Skyrim skill trees.


Skyrim also takes full advantage of spreading lore throughout the narrative by including scores of books and scrolls for players discover, along with dozens of stories from engaging NPCs in dialogue. These NPCs, unlike those in many previous games, are aware of what is happening in their world, and all seem to have an opinion about Skyrim’s in-game world state.

Despite the sense of self (Lankoski and Björk 2007) that NPCs often have in Skyrim, those same NPCs can also on occasion still break the immersive quality of the game. Like many previous DRPGs, in Skyrim, NPCs often repeat the same phrase every time the player-character’s avatar passes them. The audio also causes some problems. Sometimes conversations overlap, making it difficult to hear important information. In his review, Coldeway (2011) commented on the often poor voice acting in the game: “Naturally putting together a game like Skyrim entails the use of many voice actors, and quality varies. But some of the lines are done so poorly that I wonder whether the designers listened to them at all” (para. 10).

What is better about Skyrim’s artificial intelligence (AI) than previous DRPGs, and indeed better about all of the games released in 2011, is the inclusion of what Weallans, Louchart, and Aylett (2012) called distributed drama management. The authors argued that in traditional, linear stories, characters exist to propel the story’s narrative; they are devices for the author to explain and advance the story. They appear when the author chooses for them to do so and cease to exist when the author has no use for them in the story’s narrative. In an interactive, emergent game, which Bethesda had been creating, however—and especially in the open-world, sandbox games— players can randomly travel to a number of in-game locations where NPCs might be. NPCs in the game must therefore have some level of autonomy; they must often be present when the player thinks NPCs should be present. NPCs should not, in other words, simply appear when the game designers wants them to be present. As Weallans, Louchart, and Aylett (2012) put it, “In an interactive digital story facilitated by autonomous agents, those agents must be aware on one level of the story from the perspective of the characters they represent, but also on another level from the perspective of a storyteller” (132). In other words, an interactive game does not function well if NPCs are mindless placeholders designed to repeat the same lines, regardless of what the player has done. Instead, NPCs must react to a player’s dialogue choices, changing attitudes, actions, and dialogue in response to an emerging narrative. The NPCs of Skyrim are certainly not all created to behave this way, but many more are than in previous DRPGs. Even characters without direct ties to the plot seem aware of their world, which creates a much more immersive environment. The main reason for this change was that the AI used to drive these changes was finally beginning to improve as well.

Bethesda’s Creation engine, a redesign of the Gamebryo engine the company developed for Morrowind and Skyrim, allowed this increased NPC awareness. The Creation engine also allowed radiant spawning of quests, rather than prerendered scenarios waiting for the player-character to discover them. For example, in Skyrim a shopkeeper might describe for the player-character rumors of a wild animal disrupting trade routes. The Creation engine would then spawn that animal somewhere in the game world (Fallout Wiki 2019).

Technical Communication and Skyrim

One of the most intriguing aspects of Skyrim is the sheer amount of technical information within the game, and the many ways in which that information is distributed and displayed for players. Onyett (2011) described this informational detail: “Even chewing on a butterfly wing has purpose, as it reveals one of several alchemical parameters later useful in potion making at an alchemy table” (para. 3). Rather than achieving increased proficiency in the game’s various skills solely through leveling, players gain proficiency through practicing those skills—and there are eighteen different skill trees to choose from.

Skill leveling is yet another facet of Skyrim that provides more realism and gives players more agency. In Skyrim, players acquire skill points by simply performing in-game actions. If the player-character is successful in picking a lock, the player-character’s lock-picking skill increases, indicated by a pop-up window that appears when the successful skill is completed.
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Figure 5.7 Skyrim skill increase notification.


In addition, thieves become more difficult to detect, mages’ spells become stronger, and warrior damage becomes greater. Technical information like the pop-up windows indicates skill improvement and is visually communicated in Skyrim to a much greater degree than in Morrowind or in Oblivion. Weapons, armor, and devices of all kinds are also incredibly detailed through text descriptions of each item, which appear when the player hovers the game’s cursor over that item in the inventory screen.


[image: ]

Figure 5.8 Skyrim item description.


This detail allows players more decision-making about which items to keep and which to enhance. In addition, the physics of action in the game are more detailed than previous DRPGs; these more accurate visual representations and freedom of action attempt to mimic the freedom of action in traditional RPGs. For example, the 1978 AD&D Player’s Handbook describes a fireball thus:


You point your finger and determine the range (distance and height) at which the fireball is to burst. A glowing, pea-sized bead streaks from the pointing digit and, unless it impacts upon a material body or solid barrier prior to attaining the prescribed range, blossoms into the fireball at that point. (231)


The visual manifestation of a fireball in Skyrim looks almost exactly like this description from the 1978 AD&D Player’s Handbook, as do many of the other spells in the game when compared to D&D descriptions. In terms of communicating technical information, Skyrim conveys this much better than other games of its era—what Brasseur (2003) referred to as the difference between information visualization and scientific visualization.

While scientific visualization usually involves data presentation corresponding to physical entities, information visualization presents more abstract data. Certainly, Skyrim has its share of charts, tables, and graphs to present the many qualities associated with weapons, armor, and gear; it also takes full advantage of available computing power to represent abstract qualities in new ways such as movement, interaction between objects, and the physical environment. Brasseur (2003) listed three qualities that define this information visualization. First, this information is typically used for larger data sets than those presented in tables, charts, graphs, and other traditional methods; second, information visualization is typically online rather than on paper; and third, it is nonlinear because users pick and choose the data to be displayed (Brasseur 2003: 127). By 2011, information visualization in games was possible in ways that did not exist when Brasseur made those claims, and Skyrim takes full advantage of the Creation engine’s ability to display technical information.

For example, while there are many tables and charts in the game, those charts and tables do not come close to matching the data sets required to represent the arc of an arrow or a fireball across an open battlefield. Also, as graphical representations of abstract data, those visualizations are far removed from the static world of charts. They are for all intents and purposes “online” as Brasseur intended the phrase because those graphical representations are interactive rather than static representations of data and can be manipulated at will. And finally, because those data sets are interactive, users choose how to interact with the data sets, decide which graphical representations will be displayed, and thus govern how users will interact with the game environment.

The sheer amount of technical information included in Skyrim is almost overwhelming. One of the problems with early DRPGs such as Baldur’s Gate was their inability to incorporate the vast amounts of information from D&D into an interface that could be easily controlled and accessed by players; many of the D&D core rulebooks span hundreds of pages. Skyrim, however, manages to incorporate maps, mini-maps, enchanting, alchemy, various inventories of clothing weapons, food, and potion ingredients, spells, shouts, skills, perks and more into the user interface.
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Figure 5.9 Skyrim inventory menu.


The game also includes quick menus for favorite spells and weapons that allows for on-the-fly access. Finally, because any combination of items can be equipped into two hands, each of which are controlled by a console trigger or a key on a PC keyboard—another improvement made possible by the Creation engine—players are finally afforded a realistic vision of combat. As Rosenberg (2011) described Skyrim’s combat system, “Any combination you can think of will work; if it’s a weapon or spell in your inventory, it can be mapped to a trigger. It’s hard to capture in writing what this does for the game. You feel more in the world during combat encounters” (para. 4). The consequence of these combinations of visual information and user choice, and the resulting popularity of Skyrim, can be traced directly to their further enhancement of user choice, accurate technical displays, and above all, their further development of cocreation with users. The world of Skyrim and its rules are defined by the system, yes. But gamers have unparalleled control.

That control, the hundreds of side quests available, and the enormous game world to explore resulted in an environment that became a living, breathing world, nearly as much an NPC itself as any character in the game. Skyrim feels alive, existing with or without the player-character’s presence. Soon after its release in November 2011, the modding community got to work, thanks to Bethesda’s Creation Kit, which the company launched in February 2012. To date, 28,895 Skyrim mods are available on the Steam Workshop (2019), and 55,324 mods on the Nexus Mods web site, making Skyrim by far the most-modded game on either hosting service. With Skyrim, fans of the game had found a playground that they could make their own. By installing player-created mods for the game, players can transform the game world. Skyrim mods include visual overhauls, changes to locations, additional areas in the game world, new NPCs, redesigns of the game’s controls, and player-created quests. The Skyrim mods “Live Another Life” and “Skyrim Unbound” even allow players to delay the game’s main quest or skip it entirely. Skyrim effectively became the DRPG that players have cocreated. Skyrim truly belongs to its players.

Dragon Age II—One Narrative Step Forward, Two Gameplay Steps Back

The same year in 2011, BioWare returned to the classic DRPG genre with Dragon Age II (DAII), their sequel to DAO. But the company’s return to their original fantasy intellectual property (IP) was far from smooth. Whereas DAO had nearly seven years of development, ever since many of the Star Wars: Knights of the Old Republic (KOTOR) team finished BioWare’s Star Wars game and moved on to DAO, the development period for DAII would be only two years. The team of lead producer Mark Darrah, lead designer Mike Laidlaw, and lead writer David Gaider made the risky yet creatively innovative choice of reducing the game’s scope to the story of a single character named Hawke, and that character’s life over a ten-year period. The game would feature a cinematic framing device, in which Varric Tethris, the game’s narrator, recounts the story of Hawke three years after Varric and Hawke’s last adventures together. Hawke’s story would also be told over a period of ten years. As McDonald (2011) described the game,


Dragon Age II is about people. There is no ancient evil that must be defeated “once and for all,” there is no great threat to the land, there isn’t even a mad tyrant or an encroaching army. There are just people—and people, unfortunately, tend to be stupid, lazy, scared creatures and it’s this take on the human syndrome that becomes game’s lasting message. (para. 1)


But DAII is a very different game than its predecessor DAO—and much of the reason for that difference lies in DAII’s development period. BioWare’s Dragon Age leadership team of Laidlaw, Darrah, and Gaider began concept discussions on DAII immediately after DAO’s development completion in 2009, but the game would have a drastically reduced creation cycle than DAO. Instead of nearly six years of development as DAO had, DAII would have less than two years. In addition, the narrative framing device Gaider created for the game was risky because it was unlike any other game BioWare had ever made, and was also a new direction for DRPGs in general.

In part to save time on the design process and in part to stretch creatively in telling a more intimate story than the sprawling heroic epic of DAO, the design team decided to confine DAII to a single urban location—the city of Kirkwall, far to the north of locations where DAO took place. Choice was still at the center of this BioWare game, but DAII would be defined—for better or for worse—by its lack of player choices. Hawke could be created by players as either a woman or a man but was human; no opportunity would exist for players to create an elf or a dwarf protagonist. DAII would also be a DRPG about family—both Hawke’s immediate family and the ones she acquires during the course of the game. And early in the game, the player would witness the death of a Hawke family member, contingent on the class the player chooses for Hawke. In the game’s prologue, Hawke is fleeing the blight in Ferelden with her mother Leandra and Hawke’s sister and brother, the twins Bethany (a mage) and Carver (a warrior). If the player chooses Hawke to be a mage, Bethany will die in the game’s introductory quest. If the player chooses Hawke to be a rogue or a warrior, Carver will die. This type of choice-and-consequence is at the heart of DAII’s narrative. Hawke makes a choice, and then becomes a helpless witness as others pay the price for that choice. In many ways, the narrative of DAII subverts tropes embedded in the traditional heroic monomyth.

Technical Communication and DAII

The game’s introduction also operates in unique ways as technical communication. DAII begins with a brief character-creation screen where the player can choose only Hawke’s gender and class—mage, rogue, or rogue. Then gameplay transitions to a cinematic scene in which Varric is dragged into a cell by soldiers and is then interrogated by Cassandra Pentaghast, who has been searching for Hawke, called “The Champion” by Cassandra. Forced by Cassandra to tell Hawke’s story, Varric begins with a narrative about Hawke’s escape of the darkspawn who are invading her family’s homeland. When the player gains control of Hawke as she battles darkspawn, the player quickly realizes that Hawke is invincible, and destroys dozens of enemies with dazzling battlefield mastery. If playing DAII for the first time, the player might also not realize that Hawke fights darkspawn with the sibling who will survive the game’s introduction, based on the class the player chose for Hawke in the brief character-creation screen.

Other more subtle clues indicate to the player that Varric is functioning as an unreliable narrator. The proportions for Hawke’s siblings are slightly exaggerated; Hawke’s brother Carver has extremely large biceps and an enormous two-handed sword. And in a wry exaggeration that also suggests Varric’s lascivious nature, Hawke’s sister Bethany has an unusually large bosom. The playable scene of Hawke and her sibling’s battle with the darkspawn abruptly ends when the sequence returns to Varric’s interrogation, after Cassandra realizes that Varric is fabricating the story. When Varric finally agrees to tell the truth of Hawke’s story, the player is taken to a character-creation screen where Hawke’s facial features and given name may be customized. The game then also alters the facial features of Hawke’s mother Leandra and Hawke’s sibling to match the player’s customization.
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Figure 5.10 Dragon Age II character-creation screen.


Through introductory technical content, therefore, the DAII team attempts to subvert not only traditional heroic epic narratives, but also the micro-customization that players had come to expect in DRPGs in general. Perhaps—and very likely—that lack of customization was implemented as a result of DAII’s drastically reduced development cycle. But the few options that players have to customize Hawke also acts as a signal, and therefore as technical information, that this Dragon Age story will be very different from that of DAO. It will be more intimate and more intensely personal regarding Hawke, her relationships with her family, and her experiences in the urban environment of Kirkwall.

After play resumes, Hawke and her family are fleeing their home of Lothering, which had been overrun by the darkspawn during events of DAO. The game story’s introduction therefore takes place during the same year in which the player-character Warden of DAO defeats the Archdemon and saves the country of Ferelden and the world. Immediately in the sequence, Hawke must discuss with her family where they should flee. This dialogue establishes for players Hawke’s general attitude, for which the game offers three choices: Diplomatic, represented by the top-right, blue-colored option of Hawke’s dialogue wheel; Humorous, represented by the middle, purple-colored option; or Aggressive, represented by the bottom-right, red-colored dialogue option. Prior to this point, the game had provided no indication of these options. The result will be an instinctive choice for each player. Hidden from player’s view but inherent in the dialogue algorithms, however, is a “tendency” feature that will determine Hawke’s vocal tone when she is not controlled by the player (Dragon Age Wiki 2017). This very first dialogue choice will establish Hawke’s tone for the rest of the game, making this seemingly innocuous decision actually highly important for the game’s narrative.
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Figure 5.11 Dragon Age II—Hawke’s first dialogue choice.


The game is also structured in three acts, mirroring a classical narrative structure. At the start of each act, the algorithmic number in the game’s code used to determine Hawke’s tone is reduced, allowing the player to change Hawke’s tone gradually, based on the dialogue choices the player makes for Hawke (Dragon Age Wiki 2017). The player’s choices regarding Hawke’s vocal tone is thereby a different sort of cocreation than BioWare had previously tried. In DAO, often one of the player’s dialogue options for the Warden was polite and conciliatory, and one was rude and dismissive, but while those choices would affect NPC reactions, they didn’t establish the Warden’s overall demeanor or the ways in which NPCs initiated conversation with the Warden. And in ME1 and ME2, the player could choose for Shepherd a Paragon or Renegade dialogue option, which over time could unlock other Paragon or Renegade options for her. But throughout each Mass Effect game, the player is free to choose any available Paragon, Renegade, or neutral option without affecting any subsequent dialogue choices. While it’s clear that the DAII team built on their coworkers’ dialogue innovations in ME1 and 2, the dialogue options in DAII represent a holistic personality for Hawke. And like in Mass Effect, dialogue options in gold appear for the player if she has chosen consistent diplomatic, humorous, or aggressive response options for Hawke (Dragon Age Wiki 2017).

Little of these cocreative design practices in DAII are overt, however, in a genre where overtly recognizable player choices are the standard means by which players judge their agency in a game. Other features of DAII, also likely created in part because of the game’s reduced development cycle, diminished the feeling that many players had regarding their power to make choices that would affect the gameplay or the story’s outcome in DAII. First, Hawke is ultimately powerless to affect the outcome of events in the game’s main quest. No matter what Hawke does, war will erupt across the Dragon Age game world because of events occurring in Kirkwall and in which Hawke participates.

This inability to affect the tragedy chronicled in the game’s narrative frustrated many players, who viewed it not as a complex, classical tragedy, but as a disservice to fans who expected more cocreative control of the game’s events. It seemed lost on those who complained about DAII’s narrative that DAO, for instance, contained at its heart a rather clichéd heroic quest about uniting disagreeable neighbors to join in saving the world by slaying a dragon. BioWare fans had instead played ME2 a year earlier in 2010 and experienced how player choices could result in all of Shepard’s crew getting killed during the game’s final mission, if Shepard had not by then gained each crew member’s loyalty. It didn’t matter so much that in order to complete ME2, the player must successfully complete the final mission, whether Shepard’s crewmates are alive or not. In ME2, player choice has obvious and apparent consequences. And the game ends—with or without Shepard’s crew—on a note of success: the final mission is completed. But in DAII, Hawke leaves the city and disappears after unwillingly participating in the events that begin a war across the entire Dragon Age game world. No amount of player agency changes that tragedy. Long before that tragic ending in DAII, players experienced in the game a number of game design decisions that highlighted both what games had been able to accomplish prior to 2011 and the level of expectation regarding cocreation that players had come to expect since the days of Baldur’s Gate.

DAII also differentiates from DAO in presentation of technical information not only in the player’s dialogue options and player choices, but also during other aspects of gameplay. Combat is quicker and the combinations of available maneuvers are stunning. But combat is also less complex than in DAO. McDonald (2011) observed that “for starters, the first game’s elaborate tactical combat has been scaled back into something that resembles a third-person brawler” (para. 9). Players had fewer options for weapons, armor, and combat skills than were available in DAO. Hawke’s NPC companions also don’t change their armor. The player can acquire new weapons for NPC companions, and those weapon changes will be reflected in the game’s visuals, but while NPC companions’ armor is upgradable, that armor’s appearance never changes during the game. While this streamline undoubtedly saved development time, it violates the “character dress up” aspect of DRPGs that had become a staple of the genre.

Technical information regarding NPC companions’ status during combat also suffers in DAII. Player companions in the game routinely get themselves killed unless players watch NPC companions’ health levels, even if the player’s tactical instructions are designed to keep NPC companions safe. In DAO, the player could adjust each NPC companion’s AI tactics to consume a health potion when an NPC companion’s health reached dangerous levels. But in DAII, the designers created no such tactical customization. This omission results in a frustrating lack of technical communication, and a symptom of the DAII design team’s move toward a simplified system—again, likely due to the reduced development cycle. In his article regarding fan reaction to DAII, Dyce (2011) noted that “it wasn’t the game’s story or combat that so enraged many fans, but the same streamlining and simplification as Mass Effect that took the original title’s throwbacks to classic role-playing and exchanged them for what some might deem ‘button-mashing’ ” (para. 5).

DAII’s design highlighted what was becoming apparent about DRPG fans’ perceptions and definitions of player choice. That choice had to be visible and had to be available in several ways that had become traditional features of DRPGs—like character dress up and NPC companions’ tactical AI control. Player choice was available in DAII, and was in many ways more useful, fluid, and sophisticated than in DAO. NPC companions are easily controllable in the game and switching to an NPC during combat is nearly instantaneous, without the lag time that would often get an NPC companion in DAO knocked unconscious and unavailable for the remainder of combat. Still, critics lamented the loss of DAO’s tactical camera, in which players could quickly switch to a top-down view of combat, and thus more easily control the action. These critics didn’t seem to consider that while the removal of the tactical camera certainly reduced design time needed for its implementation, the DAII design team instead focused on immersing the player in combat through Hawke’s point of view.

In those detractors’ defense, the DAII design team took several shortcuts to release the game in its exceedingly short development time, at least compared to other BioWare titles. The design team reused warehouse and cavern locations throughout the game, merely sealing doors and entrances to produce different paths through which Hawke and her companions must travel during a quest. Although ME1 had reused warehouse and spaceship environments, BioWare fans had since then played DAO and ME2, which featured new environments for every game location. Obviously, or so BioWare learned, there’s no going back. The design shortcuts taken by the DAII team weren’t the only problems critics had with the game. In his review of DAII for Gamespot, Van Ord (2011a) complained that the game didn’t contain the epic, monomythic arc that he expected from a BioWare game:


There’s an odd lack of direction here. There is no overall sense of purpose, no main villain, and no opportunity to save the world from marauding darkspawn. While you do get a few chances to square off against such beasts, the stakes are never clear because there’s no central plot to pull you through. As a result, the story is scattered—a series of missions and events without a center. The most heartfelt moments come from peripheral tangents and side quests focused on individual party members, where you explore loss, love, and betrayal. Nevertheless, there’s a discouraging lack of epic-ness and focus, and no final prize to set your eyes on. (para. 4)


Largely myopic criticisms like Van Ord’s gained traction across the internet, as they often do. It’s not uncommon for the same comments—some perilously close to plagiarism—to pop up again and again in reviews published one after the other. These criticisms were largely unfair, at least regarding the game’s narrative; Gaider and the DAII story team took several risks with the game. They had written a heroic epic for DAO that hit nearly every mark in Campbell’s monomyth—the origin story, the cross into a world of adventure, the gathering of allies, and the final battle. While it’s certainly possible that Gaider and his team were just as hampered by the short development cycle as was the design team, it’s equally possible—or at least coinciding—that Gaider wanted to stretch artistically, and to move DRPG narratives in a different direction.

Instead of a massive quest with the fate of the world at stake, Gaider and the writing team wanted to tell a more intimate story, about a family and their struggle in a single, urban location. The DAII team also created two other decided risks—they began and ended the game with traditional narrative framing device, and the game’s conclusion is tragic. In DAII, Hawke’s entire family can die during the game, depending on the player’s choices while playing Hawke. And because Hawke is powerless to stop a civil war from erupting first in Kirkwall, the civil war spreads throughout the Dragon Age game world. The game’s plot is also often episodic, as dozens of side quests narratively coalesce across three acts and seven years’ time in the game. Such a complex, intricate plot would ask a lot of anyone, much less players and critics who had brought with them a load of expectations regarding what they believed a BioWare game and a DRPG should be.

Narratively, DAII is the most ambitious and sophisticated of the Dragon Age games, including its sequel, Dragon Age: Inquisition, which BioWare would release three years later in 2014. But complexity and artistic flexing aren’t always appreciated in the entertainment industry, to say the least. While initial sales of DAII were strong, game purchases quickly leveled in 2011, likely due to its middling reviews and legions of fans complaining on internet discussion forums about the reused environments, lack of tactical camera, elimination of NPC dress-up options, and the absence of a heroic epic narrative. Fun and artistic enrichment rarely get along, and they certainly didn’t in DAII. When the game’s introductory technical content and gameplay signaled an entirely different experience for players than DAO, player expectations were upended. And in the internet age, unmet expectations spread like digital diseases. During its first two weeks of sales, DAII outpaced DAO’s numbers. But eventually, sales of DAII dramatically slowed, reaching only half the units that DAO had sold (Reilly 2011; D’Angelo 2012). The Metacritic score for DAII stands at 82 for the PC and PlayStation 3, and 79 for the Xbox 360 (Metacritic 2019). By 2011, the Metacritic score had become almighty—the judge, jury, and sometimes executioner of the entertainment industry. DAII escaped the block, but it was a warning sign for BioWare—one the company didn’t entirely heed.

The Witcher 2: Assassins of Kings—CDPR Hits the Big Time

Meanwhile, CDPR had made just enough from The Witcher and from GOG.com to finance development of the game’s sequel. Company founders and CEOs Marcin Iwiński and Michał Kiciński revealed from 2007 to 2011 period a singular focus and vision, along with the patience that game companies rarely displayed. Iwiński and Kiciński were determined to produce a significantly better game than the promising but deeply flawed first Witcher title, and they exhaustively researched every successful DRPG to find the secret ingredients. The result is The Witcher 2: Assassins of Kings, which CDPR released on May 17, 2011, just over two months after BioWare had launched DAII. The differences between the two games were stark.

Whereas DAII confined its players to Kirkwall, in The Witcher 2 the game’s protagonist Geralt of Rivia traverses multiple locations across the kingdom of Vizima in the game’s adaptation of Andrzej Sapkowski’s northern kingdoms. And just as in the first game, in The Witcher 2 players control only Geralt of Rivia, whose physical appearance may not be customized. Judging by the game’s sales, this lack of customization didn’t alienate players at all, perhaps because, as Hart (2017) argues, in game spaces players can experiment with different versions of themselves, or as entirely different people. Nor did the game’s introductory sequence, in which Geralt travels to a fighting arena and participates in combat with several opponents, all designed to teach players the game’s combat system, which was decidedly more complex and difficult than in the first Witcher game. The game’s introductory content also doesn’t bother to explain Geralt’s history or The Witcher game world. Players are simply dropped into the narrative that continues where the first Witcher game left off. Surprisingly, none of that was apparently off-putting to players, perhaps for one reason: the game’s superior emergent narrative.

Emergent Narrative in The Witcher 2

The major difference between The Witcher 2 and other DRPGs is the extent to which it incorporates player agency into the game. By 2011, Bethesda and BioWare had established their signature DRPG styles, and had codified specific ways of enacting player agency. These rules for player choice—select this dialogue option, travel to that game location, or create your game avatar—are among those Bogost (2007) described in Persuasive Games, where “procedural expression must entail symbol manipulation, the construction and interpretation of a symbolic system that governs human thought or action” (5). By engaging in procedures established by games, players can manipulate those games’ environments. And in The Witcher 2, the game environment changes depending on a choice the player makes for Geralt at the plot’s midpoint.

As Cobbett (2011) described, “The Witcher 2 is packed to the gills with big decisions and major plot branches, and unlike most RPGs, these have consequences far beyond whether or not you get a magic karma point, a kiss from an NPC, or an extra bit of shiny loot from a treasure chest” (para. 4). More than any other DRPG of its time, choices in The Witcher 2 have meaning and consequences, and they lead to the most emergent narrative of its era. Onyett (2011) warned that “this may mean you’ll miss entire towns (as well as the associated storylines and side quests) on your first play through. According to the game’s official site there’ll be four different beginnings and 16 possible endings” (para. 5). Also in the The Witcher 2, players wouldn’t find any technical content describing how good or evil Geralt was. Players make choices for Geralt in the game, and then deal with the consequences.

In effect, The Witcher 2 expands distributed drama management even further than Bethesda did in Skyrim. The characters of The Witcher 2 seem even more aware of their world and events in the world that occur beyond the game’s territory. Not only do these enhanced NPCs greatly heighten the level of agency that players feel, but The Witcher 2’s NPCs inhabit an environment fraught with tension. It therefore effectively creates what Calleja (2009) called “alterbiography” (1)—the formation of story through the decisions a player makes in the game.

More so even than Oblivion, Fallout 3, or either Dragon Age game, The Witcher 2 captures the feel and tone of a classic RPG like D&D, with rich choices and no guarantees. Anyone who has played D&D with a great DM knows that the his or her true skill lies in waving together words that not only set the tone of the game but make players feel like anything can happen. As Smith (2011) attested, “I found myself routinely cheering at my monitor, laughing more times than that, and had even more occasions where I stared hopelessly at my conversation options, too captivated by the situation to make a choice” (para. 21). Playing The Witcher 2 reveals that its designers were purposely authoring the game to be emergent and cocreative. Louchart et al. (2008) described this purposeful authoring:


In this model, a given narrative system offers a definite range of options to an interactor. While the interactor can only choose within a definite range of pre-authored options at any time, the narrative development is not pre-defined; through the decisions he/she makes, the interactor gradually shapes and re-shapes the spectrum of actions available for a meaningful and purposeful experience. (274)


At the conclusion of the game’s first act, Geralt must decide to assist one of two characters. Act Two then becomes an entirely different game, based on the player’s choice for Geralt.

In addition, The Witcher 2 features a brutal, amoral world filled with NPCs who will betray Geralt, assist him, or use him for their own ends. The Witcher 2 game world is mean, often heartless, and frequently cruel—just like our own world. The game looks the part, too. NPCs are generally dirty and often disgusting, as are game world’s towns, which are frequently inhabited by the destitute and the homeless. Smith (2011) described the game’s world thus:


The Witcher 2’s first quest hub, the damp and drunken swamp town of Flotsam, is as true a statement of intent as I’ve ever seen in an RPG. If you didn’t play the first Witcher and aren’t aware of the setting and mythology behind these games, a description of Flotsam should bring you up to speed.

Flotsam is a gory place. On one side, the stinking, moss-coloured Pontar river dutifully carries a huge number of trade vessels, but also a legendary monster. On the other, a larger-than-life fairytale forest hides everything from colonies of burrowing, bloodthirsty imps (“Nekkers”) to the Scoia’tael, a guerrilla army of elves. (paras. 2–3)


Despite the dramatic narrative differences between the two possible plots in Act Two of The Witcher 2, emergent narrative funnels back to a singular conclusion in the game, when Geralt at last tracks down a fellow witcher who has been murdering rulers of the game world’s northern kingdoms. In a last, definitive choice, Geralt must decide to fight and kill his fellow witcher or allow the assassin to escape. The game then ends with a cliffhanger, as Geralt regains memories lost at the start of the first Witcher game. He then walks off into the sunset, seeking to reclaim the life he finally remembers. And players are left waiting for the inevitable third game of the Witcher series. The Witcher 2 comes tantalizingly close to the D&D experience that nearly every DRPG designer had sought since Richard Garriott sold Akalabeth in ziplock bags. But even CDPR hadn’t found all the magic ingredients. At least, not yet.

Technical Communication and The Witcher 2

In discussing graphic principles, Kimball and Hawkins (2008) argued that “the first consideration is the user and his or her situation, needs, and limitations. The better you know your user, the more likely you will create graphics that meet his or her needs successfully” (203). In terms of information visualization, The Witcher 2 masterfully conveys its rhetorically bleak situation, and at times excels in visually communicating technical information. For example, the difference between silver and steel swords (each used to fight different enemies) is clear. Players can also easily view information about Geralt’s weapons and the various gadgets in the game.


[image: ]

Figure 5.12 The Witcher 2 inventory screen.


The game knows its users well, too. Throughout The Witcher 2’s long development cycle, CDPR monitored user complaints about other DRPGs. In many ways, those complaints centered on immersive disruption and player control. In CDPR’s attempt to address those complaints with enhanced technical content, The Witcher 2 provides a wealth of information through visuals and sound and gives players control of the story as well as of combat.

The Witcher 2 also features other upgrades to the original combat system that also greatly enhanced information visualization. As with Mass Effect 2 the game combat system more resembles shooter games. The combat wheel CDPR uses for Geralt mimics DAO and ME2’s tactical combat wheels, thereby providing for a fairly easy interface to switch between items and magical abilities.
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Figure 5.13 The Witcher 2 tactical combat wheel.


It is also much more difficult for players to quickly slice through enemies who are armored and carrying shields; CDPR’s combat system on normal setting in The Witcher 2 forces players to use all Geralt’s skills, abilities, weapons, and items like potions and bombs to defeat opponents. The game’s physics system works well. Blows are graphically and physically punishing. The heavier blows feel heavier both giving and receiving, for example. Many of the game’s improved combat features stem from the fact that CDPR used an entirely new engine for the sequel. The original Witcher game had used a modified version of BioWare’s Aurora Engine, but CDPR created their own engine specifically for The Witcher 2. Geralt’s series of numbered dialogue options and tactical combat wheel may have been borrowed, but the game’s engine was entirely CDPR’s own creation.

Despite the accessible tactical combat wheel, The Witcher 2’s combat system can be still be frustrating because of how the controls are mapped, especially on the PC. Fighting multiple opponents at once can be difficult, as the game’s visuals render peripheral sight almost impossible. In short, conveying technical information to the game is not as effective as receiving technical information from the game. This difficulty has nothing to do with how the menus and other graphics are mapped, but with how controls are mapped and enemy tactics. Sterling (2011) elaborated:


Witcher 2’s combat system tries to pass itself off as a deep, tactical experience in which you separate enemies and deftly counter attacks. A noble endeavor, but it just doesn’t work. From the outset, Geralt has access to a variety of spells of both the offensive and defensive variety, as well as various potions and bombs that can be crafted with the right ingredients, so he has quite a few tricks up his sleeve. However, enemies are so keen on bum-rushing the player, surrounding him, and striking from the back that all strategy flies out of the window once melee actually begins. The way enemies behave runs utterly counter to the way Geralt fights. (para. 7)


Smith (2011) echoed similar frustrations, “The sum of all of this is a combat system with all the potential in the world, but that coughs up everything from perfect duels and nightmarish battles against ridiculous odds to dull cakewalks and fights so infuriating that you need to turn the game off for a bit to make a cup of tea and do some catatonic staring out of the window” (para. 13).

Somewhat surprisingly, some players and reviewers complained about another aspect of the combat system—that of the hero Geralt’s weakness in the beginning of the game and the relative ease with which opponents are dispatched later. If anything, Geralt’s weakness is a more realistic representation of D&D’s technical properties. Anyone who has played a first-level D&D character, for example, knows that any fight is a dangerous proposition. But unlike Skyrim, for example, The Witcher 2 inadequately levels opponents along with Geralt; there’s a fine line between challenging combat and outright frustration at reloading each time Geralt dies. The effect of repeated death state reloads in a game is immersion-breaking, and a challenging problem for any game designer. A D&D DM can scale down opponents who are devastating the game’s player-characters; no one likes to end a D&D session after experiencing a massacre of their adventurers. Game codes can’t by nature be forgiving, however. Either a game design must level opponents with a player-characters’ level during the game, or present opponents and monsters that are occasionally too easy or too difficult for the player-character to defeat. CDPR attempted something of a balance between auto-leveling and statistically powerful opponents, but the results were decidedly mixed.

In addition to its sometimes problematic combat, The Witcher 2 does include other technical skills for players. Crafting is one special skill that serves to improve combat effectiveness. Much like Skyrim, the game allows players to improve blades and armor by upgrading them with blacksmithing tools or by creating them from scratch. By 2011, crafting had become a staple feature of DRPGs, and represented another facet of “dress-up” that endlessly fascinated players. The arms race in DRPGs is fun, and often a matter of character survival in avoiding those repeated death state reloads. The Witcher 2 includes other familiar DRPG items as well, such as potions and elixirs, but players cannot consume potions in the middle of a battle. In Skyrim, for example, if the player-character is near death, she can simply pause the fight and drink a health potion. Not so in The Witcher 2. The game forces Geralt to drink potions before a fight, which is also more realistic than previous games, and indeed than many D&D games, where players often drink potions in the middle of a fight if the DM is willing to allow it. Potions are also toxic for Geralt, meaning that he can’t drink all his available potions at once without killing himself. In The Witcher 2, potion creation and imbibing become strategic.

The now-ubiquitous DRPG features that also made their way into The Witcher 2—character and NPC dress-up, the arms race, and the vast array of potions and elixirs—all indicated that DRPGs had settled on a series of standards for including and communicating technical information; those methods revolved around easy console use. Computer versions of games were usually ports of the console edition of a game, and so whatever worked on a console had to be given first consideration. If it worked on a console, it would work on a PC. Buttons on a console controller were simply mapped to the keyboard. The process took time, but to reach every market, Bethesda, BioWare, and CDPR all ported their games to PC players.

Usability Testing and Games from 2011

As games increased in graphic quality, player choice through emergent narrative, and immersive introductory technical content, it became increasingly apparent that Bethesda, BioWare, and CDPR had scant time for usability testing. In their rush to get games to market, Bethesda, BioWare, and CDPR all released products with bugs and glitches. Certainly not all, but many of these bugs would have been fixed by testing. Many of each game’s bugs and glitches are obvious. For example, The Witcher 2 often requires Geralt and his comrades to go through a door one at a time while watching the door close each time. Player AI in DAO is rudimentary at best; NPC companions don’t use all their skills or abilities, and it’s difficult to program behaviors into DAO’s tactical interface. Squadmates in ME1 shoot into walls. In ME2, Commander Shepard’s squad frequently emerge inexplicably from cover and are knocked out of combat. And in DAII, characters can become stuck in walls during combat. Skyrim contains all these glitches and more; at its release the game’s enormous environment caused frequent game freezes and crashes. NPC followers wander away or get lost, never to be seen again. Quests won’t trigger, or quest information in all three games is at times wrong, missing, remains even after a quest has been completed, or glitches in a way that won’t allow players to complete the quest.

In fact, nearly every web site providing information on modding Skyrim warns players to first install unofficial patches that fans have made for the game. It’s common, in fact, for fans to fix nearly every Bethesda, BioWare, and CDPR DRPG after each game’s release; these modder-created patches become essential for playing a nearly bug-free game. Cocreation-savvy game companies like Bethesda are more than happy to allow fans to create game patches; the company gains in effect free labor, and their game becomes infinitely more playable.

Traditional usability testing focuses on iterative design and typically results in a product that is ready for use, or so developers hope. Barnum’s classic (2011) Usability Testing Essentials … Ready, Set, Test offered detailed accounts of testing procedures that may be applied to any number of products, including software and web sites. Ideally, iterative testing should be continued until the product is as near to flawless as possible. In addition—again ideally—testing should be done using subjects that have been identified on the basis of careful user analysis and persona development. However, usability specialists know that there is never enough time or money to continue testing as long as they would like or to test every “type” of user who might use the product. Their goal becomes to identify prototypical users and to get the product “as close as possible” by its mandated delivery date.

The nature of product modification therefore has much to do with what can be done to improve the product after its release. Lawnmowers and automobiles, for example, cannot be updated postrelease, and any updates that must be performed are usually referred to as “recalls” of some sort, implying disastrous design flaws and causing damage to the manufacturer’s reputation when reported in the mainstream media (Fan, Geddes, and Flory 2013).

But digital products do not suffer the same finality upon their release. Nearly as soon as internet connections became mainstream, so did software updates. Developers are no longer bound by a CD software release that can never be altered but could update software as needed in the form of “patches”—now normally called by the less incriminating name “updates.” Game developers quickly followed suit by both repairing and modifying games with expansions. Although no game company has ever been foolish enough to publicly announce that they are releasing a buggy game while assuming that modding fans will create patches for it, suspicion has grown over the years that just such company strategies exist.

Gamers have therefore often decided that they have more right to determine the fate of their product than traditional software users, perhaps because they feel more emotional attachment to their games than traditional software users who see their products merely as tools. As Tilley, Blandino, and deWinter (2014) observed, “traditional usability testing may be sufficient for the interface and peripherals, but they fail to take into account the emotional responses evoked by gameplay” (128). Even if testing had fixed various problems with game mechanics in 2011, those fixes probably would not have sated players’ desire to have more cocreative control over gaming. Furthermore, by 2011 social media had become a driving force in playing, reviewing, and marketing games.

Burger-Helmchen and Cohendet (2011) identified three types of game player communities, who often meet, correspond, and collaborate in social media environments: testers, players, and developers. Testing communities are typically employed to test games during different phases of development. Player communities usually correspond to a single game and become interested in a gaming company because of their fondness of their products. The player community is most commonly responsible for modding games. Finally, developer communities are those players who have the technical skills to produce programs and to coproduce game content, with or without the company’s permission.

While some game companies do employ game testers during the design process, most appear blithely unaware that true game testing almost invariably happens within social online gaming communities after a game’s release. Furthermore, none of Bethesda’s, BioWare’s, or CDPR’s games released in 2011 were subjected to beta testing or any type of prerelease screening. Increasingly, game companies do not employ usability testing at their peril: when players do not get what they expect from a game, they gather in social media spaces to vent their frustration. And their venting can transform waves into tsunamis.

Gamers and Social Media in 2011

To understand the importance attached to social media by 2011, one needs to only consider the story of Chris Hoban, a BioWare employee was caught posting as a consumer on the review site Metacritic. Hoban, who posted under a pseudonym, gave DAII a score of 10/10, saying “Anything negative you will see about this game is an overreaction of personal preference” and that “the immersion and combat of this game are unmatched!” (Parrish 2011). His connection to the game was later revealed by another social media user, and a mini firestorm ensued, damaging BioWare’s credibility and sparking an embarrassing media blitz concerning the event. As Andy Chalk recounted about the incident in a 2011 article for The Escapist, “the predictable backlash has resulted in hundreds of Amazon-bomb-style negative reviews” (para. 5). Chalk (2011) added, “There’s also the matter of another one-off Dragon Age 2 reviewer who gave the game a perfect score by the name of LupoTheeButcher, which also just happens to be the forum name of Dragon Age Project Manager Benoit Houle. That link isn’t nearly as well established as Hoban’s but the ‘sound bite style’ is very similar” (para. 7).

Electronic Arts (EA), BioWare’s parent company, responded with a statement dismissing the incident: “Of course the people who make the game vote for their own game. That’s how it works in the Oscars, that’s how it works in the Grammys and why I’m betting that Barack Obama voted for himself in the last election” (Fahey 2011a). Nevertheless, both posts were quietly pulled from their respective sites shortly after several gaming web sites reported the incident.

The Hoban incident should have been a warning to EA and BioWare. After all, by 2011 almost every company in the United States was aware of the importance of social media, even if they were still living in denial and refusing to act on it. Authors such as Edosomwan et al. (2011) were already analyzing the effect of social media on branding and company reputation. Others, such as Heller-Baird and Parasnis (2011) showed that “when asked what they do when they interact with businesses or brands via social media, consumers list ‘getting discounts or coupons’ and ‘purchasing products and services’ as the top two activities, respectively. They rank ‘reading reviews and product rankings’ third” (Heller-Baird and Parasnis 2011: 34). CDPR’s designers were actively involved in courting players via social media and interacting with them. And in 2011, Bethesda was riding high with the extraordinary success of Skyrim. At the same time BioWare was beginning to take a beating after their release of DAII.

Clearly, as evidenced by BioWare employees’ actions, BioWare was aware of social media’s importance by 2011. But branding on social media is a complex process and requires both time and resources. Although companies such as BioWare, Bethesda, and CDPR all hosted forums for customers and worked with gaming sites such as IGN and Gamespot to promote their products via those web sites’ own discussion board fan forums, they had yet to invest heavily in monitoring or responding to social media posts on third-party sites. In some ways, this absence from social media created the appearance to players of an abject refusal to interact and developed a perception of Bethesda, BioWare, and CDPR as less computer-savvy than their customers. At least part of the reason that social media embarrassment could occur for game companies was the fact that players of DRPGs tend to be extremely computer literate and involved on social media sites. Appel (2012) demonstrated that time spent playing games on computers equates to higher scores on computer knowledge and that computer knowledge was higher for adolescents who play fantasy games and use social media. Furthermore, as De Vries, Gensler, and Leeflang (2012) showed, positive social media comments tends to lead to more social media comments and raises general interest in a product. Social media was becoming increasingly important to gaming companies, and they began to realize, much as BioWare did after the Hoban incident, that an ill-conceived social media presence leads to an avalanche of fan backlash and brand damage.

Negative posts on social media sites have a way of reminding consumers of their own frustrations with products. Because peer conformity is a significant factor in the culture of social media groups, consumers reading negative reviews are more likely to post their own negative reviews. The more negative comments a company receives, the more likely they are to receive even more negative comments. The result can be an avalanche effect that severely damages brand reputation among a core group of customers who are most likely to be invested enough in a product line to join a social media group.

Not all customers are so active across several industries. Heinonen (2011) argued that, although consumers were active online in 2011 in terms of discussing and even marketing products, the practice of online discussion of products was not yet widespread. However, by 2011, consumers of DRPGs were very active and eager to make themselves heard. The problem, as game companies were only beginning to learn, was a matter of trust. Chu and Kim (2011) discussed that electronic word-of-mouth directly impacts consumer trust, and that the greater their trust in social media as a source of information, the more likely social media users are to seek opinions from that source and to pass on those opinions. The question for gamers was therefore quickly becoming “whom do you trust?” Because online consumer peer communication directly affects consumer purchasing by both encouraging consumers to conform with peers and by reinforcing product involvement (Wang, Yu, and Wei 2012), “whom do you trust?” was an important question for game developers. For BioWare, incidents such as the Hoban posting did not help.

DAII and the Problem of Fan Critics

Unfortunately, there were more incidents. Jennifer Hepler, a member of the DAII writing team, admitted in an interview that combat was her least favorite part of DRPGs. That was enough, apparently, for fans to blame her for what they saw as a lackluster combat system in the game. After receiving scores of angry tweets, phone calls, and even death threats (Amini 2012), Hepler resigned from her position at BioWare less than a year after the harassment began (Crecente 2013). While Hepler emphasized the outpouring of support and encouragement she received from many fans, her experience led Hepler to consider how to raise her children so they “won’t have that sense of entitlement where if they don’t enjoy a particular entertainment product they think it’s fair to attack the creators personally” (Crecente 2013: para. 65). There were more fan lows as well. Players also complained on social media about the sexual diversity in the game—both for what some fans perceived as poor representations of LGBTQ individuals (Fahey 2011b) and other fans for David Gaider and the DAII’s writing team for their inclusion of any LGBTQ characters (Pearse 2011). All it took was a few posts on discussion forums, and suddenly one offended user became many gamers. Kotaku’s headline “Offended Gay Gamer Wants Dragon Age II Writer Fired” became “gay gamers” on fan forums. One incorrect change to a plural, and one gamer became many (Escapist Portal 2011). For Gaider and his team, there must have seemed no way to escape condemnation of all kinds.

The waves of dissatisfaction regarding DAII’s flaws grew on social media sites, and both BioWare and EA knew it. As Schille (2011) reported, Frank Gibeau, EA’s games label president, admitted that fans were not pleased with the game and “with some of the innovations and things we’d done” (para. 3). He continued that the company understood fans’ complaints and that EA was listening to them. But that was really the heart of the problem. Gamers by 2011 did not feel like they were being listened to. Even Dr. Ray Muzyka, cofounder of BioWare, admitted so in a 2011 interview with Gamerant:


Dragon Age 2 was incredibly polarising and it caught us off-guard, honestly. It appealed to a new fan base and we were delighted by that, but we’ve heard fans who wanted more of the Origins experience. We have to take all that feedback and find a way to marry those together, so we can bring everyone on the journey with us. (Bui 2011: para. 4)


DAII become known, fairly or not, as simply not the game fans had hoped for, and fans felt like BioWare should have known that if the company was really listening to their complaints. Burger-Helmchen and Cohendet (2011) reported the following comment from a development director at BioWare:


I can’t imagine to launch a game without a dedicated online website and DLC’s (note: downloadable additional content) … social software structures the interaction between the firm and the users very well and it’s a nice way of trying to understand the needs of gamers. Development Director, BioWare (a division of EA). (332)


In interviews, BioWare’s founders Muzyka and Zeschuk as well as the DAII design team members continued to express their concern for Dragon Age series fans, but in practice BioWare’s executives limited their ability to cocreatively address their problems with the game by ignoring fans’ wishes during development. BioWare also admittedly took an informal approach to analyzing social media.

Part of what game companies were missing was the same thing that Manovich declared humanities scholars were missing in 2011. Namely, that they were relying on big numerical data mined by third-party companies for profit, rather than working with online user communications and user-created metadata. In general, even in 2011, forum activity for company personnel was considered to be beneficial, regardless of employees’ comments. Some developers made the mistake of assuming that activity alone signaled brand identification, when in many cases the comments being made by employees signaled brand alienation.

Marketing materials for both ME2 and DAII didn’t help the perception that BioWare was deceiving their fans. Most players assumed, based on marketing materials, that ME2 would be an action title while DAII would be a game for DRPG fans. As Dyce (2011) observed,


Sadly, that isn’t the case … For Dragon Age 2, BioWare has employed more of the lessons learned with the Mass Effect series, most notably the changes that led to increased revenues and fewer complaints. We’re not being cynical, just realistic.

Again, the first component of gameplay to be removed was the player’s ability to decide their own race and origin story. Some might say that this is not an essential section of an RPG, rather an extra chance for customization, but a role-playing game becomes somewhat of a meaningless title when players are forced to play the role the developer wants. (paras. 17–18)


“Forced” is the key word, because rightly or wrongly, that is how players felt. Galvanized by their online communities and a new sense of strength from those communities, players began to demand more control over the creative process that had previously been very much proprietary.

Among the thousands of comments across many internet fan forums, most posts and discussion are simply questions about the game or reflections on various aspects of the game—discussions of characters, quests, and in-game items players can acquire. The negative comments, however, follow three distinct themes. First, that the story of DAII was bland and took place almost entirely in one city. Second, that the game reused environments repeatedly, signaling a rush to release a profitable product without much development. And third, that the combat in DAII, designed for play on consoles, was dull and repetitive. In a very real sense, social media comments had returned to criticism made by D&D players when complaining about a dungeon master who did not provide them with a great adventure.

Looking Ahead: All Online, All the Time

The signals had become clear in 2011; crowdsourced online fans had discovered their cocreative power to influence game design, marketing, and postlaunch content. Online forums such as Reddit, Imgur, IGN’s Boards, and Twitch—launched in July 2011—gathered thousands of users into online communities with similar interests. Those shared interests had a unique way of transforming into hive minds—and the business world noticed. In addition, the aggregate rating web sites Metacritic and Rotten Tomatoes further contributed to fans’ belief in their cocreative powers; anyone could become an online media critic. At the same time, Metacritic and Rotten Tomatoes served a reductive function by reducing product value to a score between 1and 100. The era was emerging when entire companies would succeed or fail because of a two-digit number. In Chapter 6, we’ll discuss how internet crowdsourcing dominated the development, creation, and success or failure of the Big Three—and how each company struggled to harness the instant and constant access to fans, and fans’ constant demand for access to them. How Bethesda, BioWare, and CDPR created, maintained, and adapted technical content in their games and in their advertising would chart the successes and failures of each company.

By 2011, players were tired of waiting for developers to match tabletop RPGs for immersion and gameplay, and as a result they had lost much of their trust for game companies. Online social media blunders and ignorance of player desires had directly contributed to that growing fan alienation. The next few years would move Bethesda, BioWare, and CDPR in different directions. One company would borrow successful ideas from another and produce a huge hit; another would stumble badly in a marketing nightmare, recover triumphantly with another game launch, then nearly sink themselves with another game release by 2017. A third would single-mindedly march forward with their signature IP, scoring arguably the biggest hit of among the Big Three. More turbulent times lay ahead.
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The Social Media Imperium1

By 2010, game companies with any kind of forward-thinking knew that online delivery systems had demonstrated the fastest way to not only reach customers, but also keep them playing. Multiplayer online gaming represented a potentially limitless space for games, and for a subscription-based pay-to-play model. Both Bethesda and BioWare’s executives realized that their flagship properties had to undergo online conversions. Their methods of conversion and the difficulties that ensued highlight the ways in which technical content was vital in bridging the transition for players from single-player offline to multiplayer online games.

As Bethesda and BioWare were both learning the intricacies and lurking dangers of online gaming, both companies were also attempting to reach wider audiences through social media. In just a few years after the creation of Facebook and Twitter, social media had become an imperium—the communication overlord that dominated correspondence between individuals and companies. Social media granted a new, instantaneous pathway for consumers to meet, correspond about their favorite games, and complain when they disliked company products. In this chapter, we’ll first briefly describe the rise of massively multiplayer online games (MMOs), and how both Bethesda and BioWare attempted to capitalize on this gaming platform. BioWare would also emphasize their self-described status as the role-playing game (RPG) company that made games in which player agency dictated BioWare games’ narratives. That attempt at branding would have dire consequences for BioWare.

Emergence of the MMO

The history of multiplayer online games is nearly as old as Dungeons and Dragons (D&D) itself. Games that existed on a centrally accessed hub, or server, were popular among small cadres of university students in the 1970s who had access to computer equipment. As personal computers (PCs) became more widespread in the 1980s and 1990s, the potential for several players experiencing an online game at the same time, in the same virtual world, increased exponentially with the proliferation of personal home computers. Then in 1987 Roy Trubshaw and Richard Bartle released their “multi-user dungeon,” or “MUD,” in 1987 at the University of Essex. MUD became an eponymous term when referring to multiplayer online games, until Richard Garriott made history again by coining the term “MMORPG,” or “massive multiplayer online role-playing game” with the release of Ultima Online on September 24, 1997. Although neither the first nor the oldest MMO, Ultima Online has remained one of the longest still operating online game, with 229,706 subscribers in 2019 (MMO Population 2019).

For the remainder of the 1990s and 2000s, MMORPGs continued to develop in complexity and quality. In 2002, Square Enix brought MMORPGs to consoles with Final Fantasy XI for the PlayStation 2. Multiplayer online RPGs owe their duration, longevity, and popularity however to Blizzard Entertainment, who released their MMORPG World of Warcraft in 2004. Based on the company’s three high fantasy Warcraft series of tactical strategy PC games (1994–2002), World of Warcraft then launched a digital role-playing game (DRPG) in which players could truly relive the tabletop RPG experience. Groups of friends could play together in the World of Warcraft virtual world, complete quests, battle artificial intelligence (AI) monsters, and participate together in saving the Warcraft world of Azeroth. Shipped in a boxed set, World of Warcraft must be installed on a player’s PC. Then players must pay a monthly fee of $14.99—still the MMORPG subscription standard—to play the game. In 2012, Blizzard, which had merged with Activision in 2008, allowed new players to play for free for their characters’ first twenty levels, but with severe restrictions on what armor, weapons, and loot nonsubscribers could acquire in the game. In short, everything players expect and want from a DRPG—at least the best stuff—exists behind a paywall.

Although MMOs have received significant attention from the game studies scholarly community, much of that attention has been focused on MMO player demographics and communication between players (Lee 2019; Eklund and Johansson 2013; Hayot and Wesp 2009; Colo and Baur 2004). In their 2016 review of MMO scholarship, Sourmelis, Ioannou, and Zaphiris found that empirical studies regarding MMOs largely focused on how multiplayer games affect individual personality and reaffirm or challenge perceptions of identity. The authors noted that few studies examined traditional aspects of learning such as critical thinking or problem solving.

The trend in MMO scholarship with focusing on identity and community was continued by Simpson, Knottnerus, and Stern (2018), who found in their examination of social spaces in World of Warcraft that players who committed to the game as a social activity were more likely to spend a significant amount of time in the game, as opposed to players for whom collecting avatar attire or loot was the most important reason for playing. To date, there has been little scholarly attention on the narrative dynamics of MMORPGs, or predictably, on technical content in MMOs. Among the few, Muriel and Crawford (2018) explored player agency in MMOs. The authors concluded that online gaming provides unique opportunities to research conditions under which players make real-time decisions in games.

Star Wars: The Old Republic—BioWare Launches Their MMORPG

In a 2017 article for Kotaku, Schreier described MMOs as one iteration of what game companies are calling “Games as Service.” This financial model is considerably different from Bethesda’s infamous “horse armor,” which effectively, if not apocryphally, launched fee-based downloadable content (DLC). Instead, MMOs are based on a financial model that bears a striking and rather seedy resemblance to drug dealing. First, make the product free. Once the customer is addicted, then charge a price for the product. In effect, all the technical content that DRPG players expect from a game is hidden behind an MMORPG’s paywall. Free to play, play to win. If players want their characters to look the best, wear the best armor, wield the best weapons, grab the best loot, and breeze through the game’s narrative in style, they’ll have to pay to do so.

In theory, games as service offers a potentially lucrative profit model. And given the rapidly increasing cost of designing AAA games, the $60 price tag for first-release titles that has lasted for nearly thirty years is simply unsustainable. Schreier (2017) argued, “This big shift was always inevitable. The video game industry is littered with the corpses of game studios that took the fire-and-forget approach, and for developers, the best lessons are often learned once you’ve already shipped” (para. 13). It’s no wonder, then, why BioWare was intrigued with the notion of not only returning to the world of their highly successful Knights of the Old Republic (KOTOR) from 2003, but as well cashing in on the inexhaustible fan need for all things Star Wars. Development on BioWare’s first MMORPG began in 2007 in the company’s Austin, Texas, studio, nearly at the same time as the launch of Mass Effect (2007) and while Dragon Age: Origins (2009) was in the works at BioWare’s headquarters in Edmonton, Alberta. In July 2008, BioWare announced the development of a new MMORPG at their Austin studio (Thorsen 2008), and the buzz began. The game was officially announced on October 21, 2008—over three years before the game’s eventual release.

Star Wars: The Old Republic (SWTOR), which used the Star Wars game world that the company had created for KOTOR in 2003, was set over 3,600 years before the events of the Star Wars film franchise, allowing the game’s design team, as KOTOR’s design team had, to create virtually any story they wanted while still retaining the trademark elements of Star Wars: Jedi and Sith, The Force, lightsabers, blaster pistols, and lots of space opera. The challenge would be to create the type of game for which BioWare had become known: single-player DRPGs with emergent narratives that privilege player agency, psychologically rich non-player-characters (NPCs), and exciting tactical combat. All those BioWare staples would have to be in an MMORPG that could accommodate thousands of players at once across several servers, provide cooperative play opportunities for players to complete quests with one another, and still maintain focus on a single-player experience. That tall order transformed SWTOR into the most expensive game ever made—a record it still holds in development costs. With a price tag of nearly $200 million (The Los Angeles Times 2012) and a Guinness World Record-setting 200,000 lines of dialogue (Senior 2012), SWTOR was an enormous risk for BioWare and its parent company Electronic Arts (EA).

The game launched on December 20, 2011, at almost precisely the moment BioWare needed a big hit after the lukewarm reception of Dragon Age II (DAII) earlier in the year. And a hit it was; the game sold 2 million copies, and claimed 1.7 million subscribers in February 2012 (Daniel 2012). Reviews were favorable, if not glowing. Some of that mitigated response had to do with BioWare’s employment of the DRPG hallmarks, especially with the all-important character-creation menu. In his review of SWTOR for IGN, Kolan (2012) praised the game’s opening cinematic—now a staple of DRPGs—but complained about the limited character options, especially for a Star Wars game:


The creator is quite flexible, with a wide range of customization options unique to each race, but you’re limited only to strictly humanoid races and a few rather similar body sizes (males at least get a “fat” option—female characters don’t even get that). For a universe with a vast number of established intelligent races of all shapes and sizes, this feels limited. You can’t for example, play as a Jawa or a droid. (para. 2)
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Figure 6.1 Star Wars: The Old Republic character-creation screen.


Kolan (2012) further describes the game’s technical content as critical to SWTOR’s initial aesthetic success. After character completion is finished, players watch the iconic “classic scrolling yellow text” (para. 3) and the Star Wars main title. “There is,” Kolan (2012) gushes, “no better way BioWare could have kicked off your adventure” (para. 3). Only late in his review does Kolan reference the game’s story—what had become BioWare’s signature achievement in DRPGs. Essentially, Kolan rated SWTOR on nearly every aspect of gameplay, especially the hallmark technical content of character creation, attire, and loot, while he barely mentioned interesting NPCs.

Augustine’s approach in his review of SWTOR for PC Gamer was like Kolan’s, emphasizing technical content and gameplay mechanics over story. Although Augustine (2011) began his review by describing a difficult in-game decision he had to make during dialogue with an NPC, he quickly transitions to evaluating the game based on its status as an MMORPG:


My biggest concern going into TOR was that the focus on storytelling would restrict our ability to play with friends and guildmates, but I was overjoyed (and, frankly, quite surprised) to find that it wasn’t a problem at all …The mind-blowing ability to holo-call into your groupmates’ conversations from anywhere on the planet (you show up as a translucent projection of yourself) is liberating, allowing you to adventure with your friends without having to stumble about like conjoined twins. (para. 8)


After World of Warcraft established a benchmark of sorts for MMORPG, a value criterion had been established for critics. Inherent throughout reviews of SWTOR is its nature as an online game—and online games apparently mean that players as their characters should be able to interact during the game with other player-characters. To a greater degree therefore than in single-player games, multiplayer DRPGs had acquired the burden of judgment on critics’ perceived status of MMOs as the closest approximation yet of tabletop RPGs. Augustine noted in his review, however, that story takes precedence over playing with friends in SWTOR. BioWare had done something very different with an MMORPG; the company had created a single-player experience in an MMO.

In MMOs, players usually travel around the world, motivated by the stories of NPCs who send the player-character on quests. Quests revolve around the problems and desires of the quest-givers because player-characters usually don’t have any problems or desires in the game world (other than the insatiable desire for experience points and loot). But SWTOR has a story, and the player-character has a reason for being in that story. All of the player-characters’ adventures revolve around her own story; the player-character goes to various places in the MMO game world because she has business to take care of in several different game world locations. It may seem like a modest difference, but being the center of the universe in a personalized, branching narrative weaves a strong sense of meaning and purpose into everything players do in the game (Augustine 2011: para. 15).

By 2011, BioWare seemed to understand what it was: a DRPG company that specialized in complex, rich narratives and emphasized interesting NPCs. Although DAII suffered from a short development cycle and featured repetitive environments, its story remains arguably among the best of BioWare’s games. In addition, DAII’s problems were in large part caused by problems developing SWTOR, which missed released deadlines for over two years (Schreier 2017: 145). To fill the gap in BioWare’s game release schedule, DAII was essentially created on the fly; Dragon Age director Mark Darrah had envisioned a wholly different game for the sequel to Dragon Age: Origins (DAO) than what DAII became. Interestingly enough, Darrah’s original vision for DAO’s sequel would become Dragon Age: Inquisition (2014), which would begin further development immediately after the launch of DAII.

SWTOR, however, was one of the fairly rare games that aggregated a higher critics’ score on Metacritic than the user score. Currently, the game is rated at 85 among critics, but just 5.9—indicating “mixed or average” user reviews (Metacritic 2019). Among the critics’ reviews, sixty-nine were positive, five were mixed, and none were negative. Among users however, SWTOR received more mixed and negative reviews than positive. Of course, users aren’t governed by a series of traditional standards for reviews that critics are. There is something of a consistent series of criteria that critics use when reviewing games, these criteria often feature the four elements of DRPG technical content: character creation, attire, loot, and interesting NPCs. But users aren’t bound by a traditional list of criteria to address, and users also tend to review based on personal aesthetics—in other words, if they enjoyed the game in some visceral, unexamined way.

What can be surmised from this discrepancy between critic and user scores on SWTOR is that the game exists perilously in a nether-region of MMORPGs that BioWare itself had created, because of BioWare’s own self-perception. The company had created a largely single-player RPG in a digital environment that was made for multiple players to participate together in a game. In addition, SWTOR is a Star Wars game; it’s difficult to imagine another story franchise with more decades of baggage across a larger number of fans than Star Wars. Combine what fans had decided a BioWare game should be with the standards that had become widely accepted for an MMO, and weld them to a Star Wars game—that was the incendiary mix that BioWare had created for themselves with SWTOR. Somehow, BioWare managed to create a successful MMORPG, their way. The game currently ranks eleventh among all MMOs in number of active players, at just over 5 million, with nearly 200,000 daily players.

With SWTOR, BioWare’s administration must have believed that they had finally aligned themselves with the production model that had become consistent among parent company EA’s games. In a 2019 article for Kotaku, Schreier reflects on BioWare’s uneasy status as an EA subsidiary, reporting that BioWare


felt like the weirdos in EA’s portfolio, the guys and gals who made nerdy role-playing games as opposed to explosive shooters and gib sports franchises. BioWare games never sold quite as well as the FIFAs and Battlefields of the world, so it never felt like they could get quite as many resources as their colleagues at other studios. High-ranking BioWare staff openly wondered: Did EA’s executives really care about narrative? Did they really care about RPGs? Those questions have always lingered, and still do today. (para. 19)


SWTOR, although highly successful as an MMO and therefore a game as service, did little to assuage the feeling among BioWare employees that they were still on the outside looking in at the gaming behemoth that was their parent company EA.

The Social Media World Grows—and Metastasizes

By 2012, social media had woven itself into the world’s communication systems; 1.4 billion users worldwide were actively using some type of social media, which included Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and Instagram (Statista 2019). By the end of the decade, that number would nearly double (Statista 2019). Naturally, all manner of theoretical designs for understanding the social media explosion of the 2000s had appeared in academic literature and conference proceedings, but few of those analyzed social media use’s effects on digital game design. In fact, most scholars focused on much more generic issues such as showing that community markers and value creation could be accomplished via social media.

Those that did focus on gaming, such as Ryan and Gilson’s (2013) examination of Twitter, suggested that game developers incorporate social media into development by designing games to include thinking, talking, and writing about games. For example, a developer tweet might include a poll about game features fans would most like in a game; these tweets then become market research. Ryan and Gilson (2013) also noted that many game companies promote fan fiction, believing that the risks associated with losing authorial control are outweighed by the advantages of drawing players closer to game content and extending the life of a game. Others, such as Zackariasson and Wilson (2012), observed that the existence of large social media gaming communities “presents opportunities for developers to use the forum as a base for ideas and reactions on changes in a game, and also for future games” (64).

Despite scholars’ late arrival to the party, by 2012 the impact of social media was no secret. Authors such as Asur and Huberman (2010) had already shown that monitoring social media communications could be used to predict the success of movies, and others such as Pfeffer, Zorbach, and Carley (2014) demonstrated that companies that ignored or did not deal with users galvanizing in online complaints paid a high price for their ignorance, resulting in loss of credibility and company images that had been “severely damaged” (124). Finally, authors such as Laroche et al. (2012) show that brand loyalty in online communities is mediated by trust. In the Internet age consumers develop trust in a company not only through their perceptions of quality, but through their perceptions of a company’s willingness to provide online spaces for discussion with and response to consumers. However, Hea (2014) argued that social media is an example of inequality in action; only a fraction of a product or service’s users actually post feedback on product forums or company feedback sites. Most people on social media are lurkers, idly watching others post comments and generally keeping out of the fray unless they feel an emotional attachment to a topic. Other studies (Correa, Hinsley, and De Zuniga 2010) have shown that “anxious and worrisome individuals tend to use social media more frequently than those who are emotionally stable” (250). It is fair to assume then that the many hundreds or thousands of comments concerning a DRPG posted to social media are not always indicative of the millions of players who comprise the silent majority of a game’s players.

But as we have also shown, negative comments are more likely to galvanize lurkers into active participation than are positive comments. A snowball effect then occurs. All it takes is one widely accessed gaming news site like IGN, Kotaku, or Polygon to pick up what might be clickable game controversy and then disseminate that story to other gaming sites and blogs, who provide the link to the news—or create their own story based on the gaming news site’s information. If a game web site editor or widely read blogger decides something is a controversy, then it becomes reality—regardless of whether the controversy is real. Pulitzer and Hearst both understood: it’s real if the news says it’s real. And as BioWare was about to discover in 2012, a very real controversy arose over their third Mass Effect game that would shape the company’s future in the years ahead.

The Mass Effect 3 Marketing Campaign, or Be Careful What You Claim

With the third and final installment of the Mass Effect series, BioWare was about to unwittingly challenge fans’ trust. Those ominous clouds were still far over the horizon when the PR campaign for Mass Effect 3 (ME3), the final installment of the Mass Effect series, launched in 2011. Marketing materials for ME3, beginning after the release of “Arrival,” the last Mass Effect 2 (ME2) DLC, made widespread claims concerning player agency and the impact of player choices. To many gamers, these claims were a promise of the final evolution to digital agency, the true freedom of choice that had been promised since the beginning of DRPGs, and the true narrative freedom that had been so impactful in tabletop RPGs like D&D. When those freedoms were not delivered, the trust of the online community was broken, and as Hensley a result send BioWare into a freefall.

The disgruntled fans who complained online about DAII didn’t seem to touch the ME3 design team. Fans were savvy enough to understand that the two game’s designers were different, so there appeared to be little worry on discussion forums about DAII’s problems creeping over to ME3, despite the fact that ME3’s development period was no longer than that of DAII. In addition, the Mass Effect team and BioWare in 2011 were still riding the wave of acclaim that ME2 had produced—including each of the game’s well-received and critically lauded DLCs. BioWare had released six of these DLCs, each with new story content for the main game. Fans believed they had gotten more than their money’s worth out of ME2. Building on the widespread popularity and complexity of in-game choices from the first two games in the series, BioWare’s parent company EA highlighted player agency throughout its 2011–12 marketing campaign for ME3. On the Mass Effect official web site (Mass Effect 3 2012, emphasis added), the web page header declares:


Experience the beginning, middle, and end of an emotional story unlike any other, where the decisions you make completely shape your experience and outcome.

Along the way, your choices drive powerful outcomes, including relationships with key characters, the fate of entire civilizations, and even radically different ending scenarios.


The first two Mass Effect games’ success, the by now-established reputation of BioWare as a preeminent digital games storyteller, and the long publicity campaign focusing on player choice in ME3 created almost constant internet buzz throughout 2011, leading to the game’s launch in March 2012. After five years of playing and replaying Shepard’s story in ME1 and ME2, players would at last be able to decide the fates of their beloved Commander Shepard, her friends and squadmates, and of the entire Mass Effect galaxy. After all, that’s exactly what the EA publicity machine promised.

The ME3 marketing campaign therefore began with a groundswell of love, support, and anticipation of the third game in the franchise. ME3’s design team were the subjects of cover stories in nearly every print gaming magazine, and the subject of countless news stories across the internet. The ME3 design team participated in several interviews, and were quoted in almost all of the major gaming trade magazine’s stories. In addition to the usual previews of ME3 gameplay, at the forefront of all designer comments was the idea of player agency, and that the player’s choices for Commander Shepard in the first two Mass Effect games would create a unique, player-created narrative for ME3.

In particular, Game Informer published a series of interviews in 2011 with Mass Effect director Casey Hudson, who repeatedly emphasized that player choice would be ME3’s most significant feature (Hanson 2011). With ME3, it seemed BioWare had achieved the superstar company status that Capcom, Activision Blizzard, and Ubisoft enjoyed. Like the new release fan frenzy that those companies seemed to always generate, BioWare was experiencing the same with ME3. After publicizing ME3 throughout the year with their Game Informer magazine, GameStops all over the United States, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and Europe geared up for ME3 midnight release parties, where stores would remain open to sell copies of the game at midnight on March 6, 2012, the game’s official release date.

Technical Content in ME3: So Far, So Good

Relying on the likelihood that most ME3 players had played at least one but probably both of the first two Mass Effect games, ME3’s designers could streamline some aspects of the game. As had become common with digital games by 2012, ME3 shipped with no manual whatsoever, relying exclusively on in-game charts and tutorials. For the character creation of Commander Shepard, the design team created easy-to-use menus for default or custom Shepard appearances. What the creation menu makes most clear is how players could import their ME2 game-save into ME3.

After a year of hype in which player agency was advertised as the game’s primary feature, it’s no wonder that when creating a new ME3 game, players are first prompted to import an ME2 game-save, then review their major decisions from that game. After settling on the major decisions from ME2, players then review Commander Shepard’s appearance. The design team spent a significant amount of time ensuring that custom Shepard appearances in ME2 would be transferred as closely as possible into ME3; players could then further customize Shepard’s appearance. Then after reviewing Shepard’s skills to begin the game, ME2 importers are rewarded with extra skill levels for Shepard. Players who repeated a playthrough of ME2 with a Shepard from their first ME2 playthrough would begin ME3 at fifth level—something of a reward for devoted fans. And while not on the level of facial customization in Skyrim, the appearance options in ME3 are fairly robust, allowing first-time players a variety of looks for their Commander Shepard.
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Figure 6.2 Mass Effect 3 character-creation screen.

 
Many of the in-game menu systems are very similar to those used in ME2, with the exception of its codex system, which works extremely well in conveying the lore of the game, especially to new players. The physics of the game had also improved, allowing players to control Shepard’s movements to a much greater degree than in ME2. For instance, during combat sequences in the game’s introductory sequence and first mission, the player must execute new moves for Shepard in ME3—side to side rolling behind cover, and using the omniblade—ME3’s s new hand-to-hand combat feature that’s prominently displayed on the game’s cover art and its starting load-up cinematic. The AI of Shepard’s enemies also dramatically improved. Enemies in ME3 were much more aggressive, often attempting to flank Shepard and her squad to even greater degree than enemies had in ME2. That part of the AI definitely improved with ME3. Many players had complained that previous installments in the series required them only to duck behind cover while waiting for a stupid enemy to emerge in plain sight. New AI enemy tactics ensured that players must be tactically sound as well communicate those tactics to NPC companions.

The game also offered several graphical enhancements, including much more realistic weapons and weapon upgrades.
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Figure 6.3 Mass Effect 3 weapons load out.

 
The physics of those weapons is also much more realistically conveyed than in previous installments. Sniper rifles and assault weapons would obviously be much heavier than pistols, so Shepard and her squadmates each have weapon weight restrictions based on their class. Weapons can also be upgraded through a leveling system. Each assault rifle, for example, has nine upgrades. During the player’s first playthrough of ME3, Shepard can purchase up to four levels of weapons. Second and subsequent playthroughs of the game allow the player to upgrade all weapons an additional five levels. Just how many playthroughs of ME3 for players would depend, however, on their reaction to the game’s—and essentially to the trilogy’s—conclusion. By all accounts, the reaction was not what the ME3 design team or BioWare’s executives anticipated.

The ME3 Controversy: The Power and Tyranny of Cocreation

At launch, ME3 was a critical smash, garnering dozens of perfect scores from gaming web sites, and achieving a 93 aggregate critical score on Metacritic, earning ME3 “Must Play” status on the Metacritic web site. Sales of the game indicated a financial bonanza for BioWare as well; ME3 had sold 890,000 copies just three days after its official launch (Mitchell 2012). The game itself delivered on its epic promises; during gameplay Shepard decides the fate of four galactic civilizations, culminating in a battle on Earth to defeat the Reapers, whose invasion was foretold during Mass Effect 1 (ME1). As in the first two games of the trilogy, Mass Effect director Casey Hudson remained the series director for ME3, but Mac Walters, cowriter with Drew Karpyshyn for ME2, became lead writer of ME3 after Karpyshyn moved to other BioWare projects and eventually left the company in February 2012 (Purchese 2012).

At the game’s conclusion after extensive combat with Reaper forces, Shepard is transported to a final destination on Earth, where she encounters an AI avatar of the Reapers. The avatar provides Shepard with three choices to end the war: Shepard may fuse her conscious with the Reapers to control them, and remove them from the galaxy; she may merge all synthetic, machine life with organic life, which will consume Shepard in the process; or she may destroy the Reapers by shooting the Reapers’ mainframe computer. This last “destroy” choice, Shepard learns, will also destroy all synthetic life in the galaxy. After making her choice, the player-Shepard watches a final cinematic cutscene that shows the Reapers either leaving Earth (“control” choice), helping rebuild Earth (“synthesis” choice), or the Reapers deactivating and collapsing. In the “control” and “synthesis” choices, Shepard appears to die. In the “destroy” option, Shepard may live, although the cinematic is very ambiguous regarding Shepard’s ultimate fate.

Within just a few days after the game’s launch on March 6, 2012, complaints regarding the ending of ME3 began to appear on the internet. On March 5, a day before the game’s “official” release, a poll appeared on the BioWare Social Network, the company’s official forum, asking players, “What would you like to do about the endings?” (Martyr 2012). The poll garnered 75,092 votes, with 91 percent (68,763) of voters choosing the option for a new game ending. The ensuing furor across several internet gaming forums and YouTube videos (Weijo and Rintamäki 2014) then caught the attention of media web sites and the international press.

BioWare’s developing public relations nightmare did not improve, despite the critical acclaim the game had received from nearly every gaming magazine and web site. In response to ME3’s ending, fans took to many social media sites such as Facebook and Twitter to discuss their intense displeasure. Online petitions began to proliferate immediately to demand a new ending to the game. As Jaques (2012) reported, BioWare actually conducted a poll on their own web site concerning the ending of the game, which showed that only 2 percent of the 22,000 respondents were satisfied with the game’s ending, while 88 percent reported that they were completely dissatisfied and wanted a new ending. In response, ME3 producer Michael Gamble tweeted, “By the way… I am reading all of your thoughts. Just not ready to comment yet.” Shortly afterward, claims of false advertising began to emerge.

Marjorie Stephens of the Indiana Better Business Bureau saw it as a clear case of false advertising, saying that BioWare’s claims that players’ decisions completely shaped the outcome of the game and that there were radically different ending scenarios were simply not true. There were, in fact only three possible endings, and those endings were not completely shaped by decisions made along the way, but rather by alternatives presented at the end of the game regardless of players’ decisions during the game. Stephens summed up her views on the subject: “The lesson to be learned here is companies should give careful consideration to how they word their advertisements. Otherwise, there could be detrimental effects, especially in the era of social media and online forums” (Sipple 2012: 1).

After a flood of votes in their annual poll, on April 4, Consumerist rated EA as the “Worst Company in America for 2012” (Moran 2012), winning the dubious honor by receiving 64.03 percent of the votes from respondents on the Consumerist poll, compared to second-place finisher Bank of America’s 35.97 percent (Moran 2012). Then EA received the worst rating again in 2013, receiving 78 percent of the votes (Sherr 2015) before finally losing in the first round of 2014 polling to Time Warner (Consumerist 2014). In his book Blood, Sweat, and Pixels, Schreier (2017) reported that fans were annoyed with EA for several reasons, including the company’s increasingly diffuse “games as service” policy, which resulted in microtransactions across several of their games. Players felt as though that EA was attempting to squeeze them for a constant revenue stream.

That dislike of EA filtered down to BioWare, as somehow complicit in what annoyed fans about BioWare’s parent company—a case of guilt by association. Some gamers, outraged by their perceived deception by the game’s designers, took even more drastic action. A user known as “El Spiko” on BioWare’s forums filed a formal complaint with the Federal Trade Commission. According to Smith (2012) “El Spiko” posted his complaint on BioWare’s official discussion forums:


Against EA. After reading through the list of promises about the ending of the game they made in their advertising campaign and PR interviews, it was clear that the product we got did not live up to any of those claims. This thread has a great compilation of their claims: http://social.BioWare.com/forum/1/topic/355/index/10056886

Clearly, none of these were represented in the ending. If anyone else wishes to file a complaint (the more there are the more likely the FTC will take action) just go to FTC.gov and fill out a complaint form in the Consumer Protection section.


Regarding false advertising, the Federal Trade Commission Act (FTC 2000) allows the Federal Trade Commission Bureau of Consumer Protection (FTC) to act in the interest of all consumers to prevent deceptive and unfair acts or practices. In interpreting Section 5 of the act, the commission has determined that a representation, omission, or practice is deceptive if it is likely to:


• mislead consumers and

• affect consumers’ behavior or decisions about the product or service.


In addition, an act or practice is unfair if the injury it causes, or is likely to cause, is:


• substantial

• not outweighed by other benefits and

• not reasonably avoidable (1).


Claims of false advertisement from gamers have by no means been limited to BioWare titles. In fact, a proliferation of false advertising claims against gaming companies have been filed over the last ten years. For example, Metal Gear Solid V: The Phantom Pain, Destiny, Watchdogs, Assassin’s Creed: Unity, or Halo 5: Guardians—all major releases from AAA developers—have been criticized for not delivering on what they originally promised. In many cases, those shortcomings involved a preview of stellar-looking graphics and animations that were curiously absent in the final product. But occasionally, characters, plot lines, show-downs, story resolutions, and promises of completely revamped gameplay disappeared entirely from the final product (Whatculture 2015).

Some of those complaints eventually developed into lawsuits. While copyright infringement lawsuits have been among the most common cases in US law since the Copyright Act of 1790, lawsuits brought by consumers against gaming companies are something new. Since the 1980s, game designers have sued their former employers or other designers; composers and bands have sued game companies for using their music; and athletes have sued sports game companies for using their likenesses without players’ consent—just to name a few. Other class-action suits have been brought against companies for extensive violence and sexual content in games; Disney, for example, has been sued for embedding advertising for children in their gaming apps. But more recently, gamers, incensed by being either intentionally or unintentionally misled concerning game content, have begun filing their own lawsuits.

In 2015, three video gamers sued developer Trion Worlds, Inc. for misrepresenting a “free-to-play” game called ArchAge. The plaintiffs alleged that Trio failed to provide promised virtual goods to players who subscribed to the game’s “founders pack.” Although the game was free to play, players were allowed to purchase subscription services that would help them progress through the game (Tran 2015). In another case, as McElroy (2013) reported, both Sega and Gearbox were targeted by a class-action lawsuit in California alleging that demos of the game referred to as “actual gameplay” by the companies failed to live up to their billing. Reviewers noted that the demo featured graphical quality, AI, and even entire gaming levels that did not appear in the final product. Gearbox cofounder Randy Pitchford seemed to acknowledge the validity of the lawsuits claims in a tweet in which he called the claims “understood and fair.” Regardless, the company chose to fight the lawsuit, which sought damages for players who preordered the game or bought it on the first day of its release, telling Polygon.com that “SEGA cannot comment on specifics of ongoing litigation, but we are confident that the lawsuit is without merit and we will defend it vigorously” (McElroy 2013: para. 1).

In addition, player action has not been limited to the United States. Gamer complaints in the UK have led the Advertising Standards Authority (ASA) to investigate claims made by several game companies, including those who produced Dungeon Keeper, Wolfenstein: The New Order, and Aliens: Colonial Marines. Players in each case had complained that game companies had misrepresented either gameplay standards or that advertising had shown features that were not included in free-to-pay versions (Sayer n.d..) Other cases examined by the ASA included both ME3 and No Man’s Sky.

However, the ASA, the FTC, and federal courts have been reluctant to rule against game companies regarding intellectual property (IP) complaints leveled by players, and even when courts have done so these agencies and the courts have often recommended little action. For example, in the case of Dungeon Keeper, although the ASA found advertising for the game to be misleading, it recommended only that the ad must be removed, and in the complaint against Aliens: Colonial Marines, Sega agreed that its ads were misleading and agreed to pay a $1.25 million dollar fine—hardly a deterrent considering the massive sales of the game. Similarly, in a complaint brought by gamers against Hello Games, makers of No Man’s Sky, the ASA ruled that—although graphics in advertisements did not accurately reflect those found in gameplay, and that scenes shown in a trailer could not be reproduced during gameplay—these discrepancies did not constitute false advertising because they did not exaggerate players’ expectations of actual gameplay (Murnane 2016). The ASA also investigated ME3 on the basis of consumer complaints. While the agency did note that the game didn’t quite live up to its stated goals, they determined that EA was not guilty of false advertising, stating thus:


“The ASA acknowledged the belief that players’ choices in the game did not influence the outcome to the extent claimed by EA,” the ASA said in a statement. However, we considered that the three choices at the end of the game were thematically quite different, and that the availability and effectiveness of those choices would be directly determined by a player’s score, which was calculated with reference to previous performance in the game(s). (Kain 2012: para. 1)


US courts have been no more forthcoming in condemning game developers for false or misleading advertising. For example, a class-action case against the makers of Grand Theft Auto V over their failure to launch the online component of the game upon release was dismissed and a case against Sony over their Killzone: Shadowfall release was similarly dismissed after a judge found that claims of 1080p video fidelity were too minor to constitute false advertising (Sayer n.d.).

And while a claim was filed with the FTC concerning the ending of ME3, the federal agency has never taken any formal action against BioWare. However, in a recent and uncharacteristic case, the FTC recently settled a lawsuit against the web site luminosity.com over claims that the company’s online games could improve mental faculties and help stave off the effects of aging. The company agreed to pay a two million dollar fine and to provide subscribers with an easy method for cancelling their membership on the site. This, however, is somewhat different, considering that the action taken was against a web site rather than a gaming company.

Finally, in a turnabout of events, at least one game developer has sued gamers for posts on social media sites and on Steam. Digital Homicide, creator of titles like Demonsword and Nathos, sued 100 Steam users for stalking, harassment, criminal impersonation, and tortious interference. The also petitioned for the real names of those users from Valve, Inc., owner of the Steam site. The suit sought $24 million in damages. Players of the game had made allegations on social media posts that the company had created poor games and profited from users unfairly (Schreier 2017).

Not all consumers or media pundits have been on the players’ side. Colin Moriarty, an editor IGN, posted a video on the ign.com web site on March 13, 2012, in which he lambasted players in a profanity-laced tirade for what he called “entitlement” mentality, reminding viewers of his belief that EA “owns” ME3, and can do “whatever they want” with the game (Moriarty 2012). In the video, Moriarty referred to several social media events which occurred in the week after the game’s launch, including the forum discussions and YouTube videos which decried the game’s ending.

In truth, gaming companies find themselves in a difficult situation with advertising in the age of social media. Constantly pressured by retailers such as GameStop for promotional materials, and by gamers for some hint of what is to come, many game companies find themselves between the proverbial rock and a hard place. Having announced a game’s development in order to stir up interest, they usually have nothing concrete to share beyond the announcement. Because development can often take years, companies try to refrain from making bold announcements until later in a game’s process. Also, just months before a game’s release date, many of the finer details such as sound and visual elements may not yet be fully mastered. And because retailers and game distributors rely heavily on preordering to make money, they pressure developers like BioWare to provide content clips. In turn, many companies turn to a technique known as “vertical slicing.”

Vertical slicing involves developing a few pieces of the game to completion in order to provide retailers, distributors, and gamers with pieces of “gameplay,” something concrete to review and promote. Unfortunately, those slices are often developed far in advance of the rest of the game. Because the development process is so lengthy, many game features can change before the game’s actual release date. Budget changes, release date changes, personnel changes, and a host of technological problems involving system memory, video memory, and graphics technology all affect the outcome of the final product. In the end, the game, upon its release, may look, sound, and play quite a bit differently than the “vertical slice” originally offered by the game company. In other instances, game companies skip development and vertical slicing completely, instead relying upon video clips produced by digital artists, thereby creating only the impression of what the game will be like, which is often mistaken by buyers to be actual gameplay.

Given the pressures from retailers and gamers to produce content in advance of release dates, the disconnect between promotional clips and final releases is somewhat understandable. But, as whatculture.com detailed in their article, “10 Misleading Video Game Ads That Lied to Get Your Money” (2015),


when what you’re being promised isn’t even close to what you end up with, it can be pleasantly misleading at best, and infuriatingly disappointing at worst. In the end, both lead to massive problems, especially when you have to weigh up whether such a tactic amplified the surprise of what was really under the hood, or you’ve literally been hoodwinked for the sake of company profit. (para. 5)


This is a different kind of complaint. In the case of ME3, gamers were not responding to graphics quality, charging for services not rendered, gameplay redesign, or even missing characters. Nor were they complaining about problems with character creation, attire, loot, or interesting NPCs. Instead, The ME3 fan community was outraged by BioWare’s promises to deliver an ending to hundreds of hours of gameplay that would be completely dependent upon a player’s choices. Fans were incensed by the lack of cocreative control they were given after a large investment of time and money, and by their perceived slap-in-the-face from a company that promised them an experience, a story, and an ending that did not materialize. Many ME3 players felt cheated, perhaps rightly so. This trend continues somewhat unabated in the game industry, despite outcries from the gaming community. The one exception to this is, perhaps, that many gaming companies now post disclaimers on trailers warning gamers not to confuse the trailer with actual gameplay.

In some ways these deviations from promises are all alike. All were regarded by gamers as misleading and deceptive to a certain degree. However, the intensity of fans’ displeasure and the publicity that each case received were not the same. In general, deceptions concerning gameplay quality have been decried, and typically attributed to corporate greed. But digital game players have typically taken a much stronger stance against what they perceive to be deceptions concerning storylines and characters, especially when their trust was broken. Trust directly affects brand loyalty on social media sites, and undoubtedly played a role in BioWare’s social media dumpster fire with ME3.

These feelings of mistrust led to additional fan protests. Some players organized a donation drive for Child’s Play, a group that donates video games and gaming systems to children in hospitals and hospices (Schille 2012). Instead of collecting signatures, they collected donations, and managed to collect over $80,000 for the charity by the end of their campaign. This was an interesting rhetorical move by the founders of the campaign. In aligning themselves with a well-loved charity, they also stated that they wanted to “dispel the perception that its members were “angry or entitled” (Schille 2012: para. 1).

Child’s Play, however, did not appreciate being used as part of the ME3 ending backlash. On March 22, 2012, in an open letter on his Penny Arcade webcomic site, Jerry Holkins, under his often-used pseudonym “Tycho Brahe,” stated, “Child’s Play cannot be a tool to draw attention to a cause. Child’s Play must be the Cause” (Fahey 2012: para. 4). Holkins later closed the “Retake Mass Effect” fundraiser after corresponding with its organizers (Fahey 2012). It should be noted that Holkins’s Penny Arcade, a long-running webcomic about gaming and gaming culture, included BioWare as a major advertiser during the release of ME3.

Still, other reactions to the game’s ending took even more bizarre forms. Using BioWare’s own official forum to organize, fans sent 400 vanilla cupcakes to BioWare’s headquarters in Canada. Each cupcake was either red, blue, or green, and was labeled on top with letters A, B, or C. Of course, those letters, and the colors of the cupcakes themselves, are meant to represent the three possible endings to the game and the colors of the different light rays that emanate at the end of the game–the only real difference among the three endings according to disgruntled fans. (Taormina 2012). The campaign was so successful that it managed to raise over $1,000 in less than an hour. BioWare donated the cupcakes to a local charity (Plunkett 2012). In a statement regarding the cupcakes, BioWare Community Manager Chris Priestly wrote in a post on the BioWare forums:


The gesture certainly gained our attention both with its creativity and deliciousness. However, while we do appreciate that fans were creative in how they expressed their views, after a lot of discussion, we decided ultimately the reason that they were sent was not done in the context of celebrating the work or accomplishment of the Mass Effect 3 team. This is a subtle, but important aspect in determining how to pass the feedback to the team. (Lada 2012)


Priestley’s statement was not the first response from BioWare regarding the controversy. One day prior to the “Retake Mass Effect” fundraiser’s closing, on March 21, BioWare cofounder Ray Muzyka published a statement on the BioWare web site, in which he stated that the game’s designers were “genuinely surprised” (2012: para. 3) by the “passionate reaction” (para. 3)  that fueled the game’s ending controversy. Muzyka then announced that


Exec Producer Casey Hudson and the team are hard at work on a number of game content initiatives that will help answer the questions, providing more clarity for those seeking further closure to their journey. You’ll hear more on this in April. We’re working hard to maintain the right balance between the artistic integrity of the original story while addressing the fan feedback we’ve received. This is in addition to our existing plan to continue providing new Mass Effect content and new full games, so rest assured that your journey in the Mass Effect universe can, and will, continue. (Muzyka 2012: para. 5)


Muzyka finished his letter by thanking “most folks” (para. 6) who believed “that the game as a whole is exceptional” (para. 6), and chided players whose feedback was “destructive rather than constructive” (para. 6). A message from a company’s owner and CEO is unprecedented, lending credence to the idea that the ME3 ending controversy was landmark in its widespread use of social media to affect change in a large-release software application in general, and a digital game in particular.

While Hudson, Walters, and BioWare’s ME3 development team were at work with the content Muzyka promised in his message, the ending controversy showed no signs of abating. The same day that Muzyka posted his message on the BioWare web site, Josh Harmon published an article on the gaming site Gameranx that a member of the ME3 writing team had posted his frustration with the game’s ending. BioWare’s Chris Priestly declared that the posts were faked, and not from the alleged source, but Harmon’s article further illustrates the maelstrom that had ensued in the weeks after ME3’s launch. And even if someone did hack the ME3 writer’s account and forge the posts associated with his pseudonym, the forgery would represent yet another social media tactical action.

In what amounted to damage control, and true to Muzyka’s promise, BioWare released the “Mass Effect 3 Extended Cut” free DLC which, according to the BioWare web site, provided “deeper insight to Commander Shepard’s journey based on player choices during the war against the Reapers” (BioWare Community Team 2012). In an official podcast which was also broadcast on YouTube, Hudson said,


There was some feedback that we can’t address. There are people who just outright rejected the whole concept of the endings, and wanted us to start from scratch and redo everything. And we can’t do that because that’s not our story, we wouldn’t know how to write that story.

What excites us is the challenge of learning how people consume our stories, so it’s a learning process for everybody. And then incorporating that feedback, that’s how we make our work better. (YouTube 2012)


In addition to a few cinematics which extended Shepard’s final hours, in the Extended Cut DLC after Shepard’s death a slideshow begins, narrated by one of the other primary characters in the game. The slideshow depicts the fate of the galaxy, based on Shepard’s final “control,” “synthesize,” or “destroy” option. Then the game ends with Shepard’s crew placing her nameplate on the memorial to the fallen aboard Shepard’s space ship, the Normandy.

Interestingly, the Extended Cut DLC design team added a fourth option, “Refuse,” in which Shepard could either shoot the Reaper avatar or refuse any of the three other options. The result of “Refuse” is that every civilization in the galaxy is destroyed by the Reapers. Their (2012) speculated that this option may have been “a not-so-subtle jab at the thousands of protesters who ‘rejected’ BioWare’s original ending” (para. 3). What the Extended Cut did not do was change the game’s actual ending; the narrative inconsistencies and absence of choice were still included in the game.

So although the company did release a DLC designed to harness the blowback from customers, their effort produced a mixed reaction from players, continuing the controversy as dissatisfied players turned to other avenues to gain the ending they wanted. On November 3, 2012, a user calling himself MrFob published in the BioWare forums a hack to the game’s ending (MrFob 2012). This new ending, complete with dialogue and cinematics, MrFob called MEHEM—the Mass Effect Happy Ending Mod. Crediting several others who contributed to the mod, MrFob provided instructions for PC users to add MEHEM to their existing game. This mod eliminates the Reaper’s avatar and allows Shepard to live. On the web site nexusmods.com, a hub for user modifications to PC games, a tracking meter has recorded tens of thousands of unique downloads. Since its first version was released, MEHEM has undergone four updates, each one adding more content from other contributors. Downloading the mod is as simple as adding a software application to a PC; the MEHEM team increasingly added sophisticated interfaces, so the mod now installs easily with clear instructions from the install window interface.

The MEHEM mod itself is seamless; there is no indication that the original game ending ends and MEHEM begins. The mods’ production values are also fairly extraordinary; the team of players who designed the mod with MrFob used cutscene footage from all three Mass Effect games, including some original ME3 ending content. In MEHEM, the Reaper’s AI avatar has been deleted; Shepard merely activates a Reaper-destroying machine called the Crucible, constructed by all the galactic races united by Shepard throughout the game. After the Crucible destroys the Reapers, Shepard is rescued by his crew. Players watch the same slideshow cutscene as in the Extended Cut DLC, but afterwards, Shepard appears on her ship with her crew, placing a marker on the ship’s memorial to the fallen during the Reaper war. MEHEM concludes with Shepard’s ship, the Normandy, orbiting Earth, presumably ready for further adventures. The mod runs for 15 minutes 54 seconds, approximately a third longer than the original ending, but 7 minutes shorter than the Extended Cut DLC ending.

The ME3 controversy serves as a case study of a company’s rejection of cocreation as a business model. BioWare’s advertising of ME3—for example, its promise that “the decisions you make completely shape your experience and outcome”—created a sense of authorial entitlement among players who interpreted such statements as an invitation for collaboration in the further development of the product. However, the company could not take advantage of this opportunity for collaboration with customers even if it had wanted to, because the artistic self-interest of the game designers, who were essential employees of the company, stood in the way. The economic rationality that would support cocreation was eclipsed by the personal artistic investment that the original creators had in the product. Two factions went to war—the game designers and game players—for control of the aesthetic space of the game, and the company failed to resolve their conflict effectively, thus missing an opportunity to take customers’ innovation, develop it, and later charge for it.

De Certeau’s (1984) theory of everyday practice is particularly useful for making sense of the ME3 controversy because it defines production as an act of cocreation. Production is a combination of making and using—of strategic and tactical action—of production by owner-makers and consumption (i.e., another form of production) by consumer-users. Not only did BioWare’s customers—the game players—purchase and use the software for the enjoyment and sense of community it gave them, but BioWare’s employees—another type of Certeauian “consumer”—used the software to express themselves artistically.

The relationship between BioWare and its employees was simultaneously parasitic and symbiotic—parasitic because the game designers used the game space tactically for their art, but also symbiotic because their art was the chief source of the product’s value for the company. It was in BioWare’s immediate financial interest to allow the game designers to believe that they had transformed the nonaesthetic game space—a space that strategically made money for the company—into an aesthetic space. This relationship—predicated on the illusion of ownership in the art of the game—was beneficial to the company until another type of consumer—the company’s customers—laid aesthetic claim to the same nonaesthetic space. The tactical actions of both types of consumers ultimately undermined rather than supported the company’s economic interests.

Virtual spaces such as social media—sometimes referred to as tactical media—have given consumers much greater visibility and power than they had thirty years ago. When De Certeau wrote his book in the early 1980s, he could not have imagined the affordances that social networks such as Facebook, Twitter, and user forums would be able to offer to consumers. These technologies have made cocreation (i.e., company-customer collaborations) not only technologically feasible but also economically advantageous, and many companies have begun to exploit this type of relationship with consumers through crowdsourcing, open sourcing, and other strategic forms of cocreation. BioWare could have done the same with ME3 if it had planned for it or if it had constructed a different relationship with its own employees. The scenario that unfolded suggests that there may be formidable obstacles to cocreation that have to be overcome before companies can embrace it. Embracing cocreation may require a reshaping of workplace culture and a company’s relationship with its own employees. In the case of the ME3 controversy, the players had the means to disrupt the symbiotic relationship between BioWare and its game designers, and the designers in turn helped to fuel the users’ revolt.

BioWare had found a way to benefit from the game designers’ tactical use of the game space for their own artistic expression by incorporating it into the company’s strategic production, but when the players began to complain about the three endings that they were offered as choices in ME3, and the game designers defended and protected their artistic vision, the company was put it the unfortunate position of having to mediate the dispute. On the one hand, if they sided with their disgruntled customers, they ran the risk of alienating their own employees, who were essential to the success of their company. On the other hand, if they sided with the game designers, they ran the risk of alienating their customers and hurting rather than helping their bottom line. BioWare eventually compromised by offering a fourth ending—released as part of the “extended cut” in June 2012—but allowing their designers to keep their artistic vision largely intact. This attempt to resolve the dispute might have worked if the design team had cooperated, but the fourth ending—destruction of the galaxy—was little more than a petulant snub to the game players. The game designers asserted their ownership of the aesthetic space of the game through a tactical maneuver that adversely affected the company’s relationship with its customers.

Players responded in due course by developing their own mod that changed the game’s ending and by sharing that mod widely with other users. What is interesting about the “Retake Mass Effect” movement is that it seems to have risen to the level of strategic action because of the players’ colonization of virtual places on social media. In the twentieth century, consumers had to resort to tactical action rather than strategic action because they did not have places of their own—“a border-line distinguishing the other as a visible totality” (De Certeau 1984: xix). Lacking places of their own that could “be circumscribed as proper and thus serve as the basis for generating relations with an exterior distinct from it,” consumers could not take control of the other’s place entirely nor “keep it at a distance” (De Certeau 1984: xix, 37). Dissatisfied consumers had recourse to collective, organized, and visible tactics such as letter-writing campaigns, boycotts of products, and picketing in front of corporate headquarters, but they had nothing as efficient and powerful as likes and tweets. Networks such as Facebook and Twitter have not only brought like-minded consumers together in “proper” places where companies cannot touch them, but they have also made it possible for a consumer revolt “to keep to itself, at a distance, in a position of withdrawal, foresight, and self-collection” (De Certeau 1984: 37). Social media gave ME3 players “the option of planning [and executing] general strategy” (De Certeau 1984: 37).

According to De Certeau (1984), consumption is a “kind of production … characterized by its ruses, its fragmentation …, its poaching, its clandestine nature, its tireless but quiet activity, its quasi-invisibility” (31). But ME3 players turned their consumption into “a rationalized, expansionist, centralized, spectacular, and clamorous production” (De Certeau 1984: 31). Players used forums—even BioWare’s own user forum—to discuss their objections to the ME3’s ending, developing an artistic rationality for the eventual mod they would create and distribute. Their production expanded beyond the forums to the colonization of a “Retake Mass Effect” Facebook page, which gave the movement global reach, but it still remained centralized in the organizing efforts of the “Retake Mass Effect” community. It was also clamorous (the unprecedented media coverage) and spectacular (the Child’s Play fundraiser, the “Cupcakes to BioWare” campaign, the FTC complaint, and the Better Business Bureau complaint).

BioWare’s executives, the ME3 design team, and EA’s marketing team were playing a losing game, because they simultaneously attempted to claim both aesthetic, artistic space and capitalistic product ownership (nonaesthetic space) of ME3. These concepts are mutually exclusive—for, according to Zangwill (2002), a space cannot be simultaneously aesthetic and nonaesthetic. The “Retake Mass Effect” community demonstrated how aesthetic space may be claimed, despite repeated efforts of the nonaesthetic space owners to control that space. BioWare allowed its design team to think the game was partly or wholly their own aesthetic space, but in reality it still remained the company’s economic space. The illusion that the game designers had artistic control of the game space was one of the ways that the company incorporated their tactical use of company resources into the company’s strategic production. What disrupted this symbiotic relationship was that the company—wittingly or unwittingly—extended an invitation of cocreation to the players, and the players bought into it and claimed the game as their own aesthetic space. A battle ensued between the ME3 design team and the players over creative control of the space—a battle that undermined the economic rationality of the company’s product.

The tragedy of ME3 is that its debilitating—and precedent-making—social media disaster could have been avoided, had Walters and Hudson simply taken more time to write and design the game’s ending. What can only be described as their original ending shortcut undermines what was otherwise a profoundly successful game, which contained, at least until its last ten minutes, a complex and compelling story, immersive technical content, and a thoughtful culmination of the franchise. Almost every critic agreed in their praise of the game. But ME3 met with perhaps the harshest criticism of any financially successful video game in history. And all because at the critical moment, when it was vital that game companies learn, understand, and harness the power of social media—as well as be cannily aware of its risks—BioWare’s executive management engaged in a bewildering set of media strategies that included silence, followed by public statements that managed to make the situation worse, followed by additional game content that poured kerosene on the fire, followed by silence. For BioWare there was no way to stop the bleeding. The wounds, however, were self-inflicted.

The Elder Scrolls Online—Bethesda Claims Their MMORPG Space

Meanwhile, after the success of Oblivion, ZeniMax CEO Robert Altman established a Bethesda studio in Hunt Valley, Maryland, an hour or so northeast of Rockville. There, Bethesda Online was founded by Matt Firor (Caoili 2012), a game designer who specialized in online platforms, achieving worldwide success with the MMORPG Dark Age of Camelot (2001) for Mythic Entertainment. Firor’s first task was to create an MMORPG in the Elder Scrolls world of Tamriel. While primarily a multiplayer game—and thus a decidedly MMO—The Elder Scrolls Online (ESO) would allow for solo players to also progress through the game without significant impediments. One unique feature of the game would be the way in which players interacted. While most MMOs offer an invitation system in which players may allow the game to select others from a queue for dungeon crawls and group adventures, in ESO other players may randomly join in a player’s adventure, assisting in slaying monsters or defending against hordes of attackers. The game retains therefore the spirit of MMO cooperative play with a quasi-single-player experience.

Once again, and by all appearances, Bethesda seemed to take its cue from BioWare, as the latter company would as well, based on the success of Skyrim. In this case, just as BioWare had dedicated its Austin, TX, office to KOTOR, Bethesda created a studio specifically for MMO iterations of their game worlds. Altman was patient with the development of ESO, as well; the game was in production for seven years before launch, allowing Skyrim to release three years ahead of ESO. Bethesda also outdid BioWare in the technical content areas of character creation, weapons and armor, loot, and interesting NPCs.

Players may choose any of the Elder Scrolls races for their character, and also select an alliance—factions of three races each who all engage in a series of wars called the Alliance wars in ESO. Race selection in the game is therefore limited by alliance selection. Facial and body customization of ESO player-characters is also more robust than in BioWare’s SWTOR: players can choose from several body types and variations, facial features, and skin color. Gender options are either female or male. This level of character customization exceeds the options available in Oblivion as well. While other MMOs of the era boasted even more options for character creation,2 ESO achieved what had become a suspiciously familiar pattern—they had bested BioWare in a game’s technical content.
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Figure 6.4 Elder Scrolls online character creation.


The other familiar DRPG technical content is also present in ESO—weapons and armor may be found or crafted; loot is dropped from enemies after combat and in chests, cabinets, on shelves, and in corners of rooms or halls; and NPCs populate the world, offering advice, histories of Tamriel and its peoples, and engaging players in quests. And with all MMORPGs, cooperative play approximates the D&D experience of several players joining together in epic campaigns.

There is, however, something missing for many DRPG players about MMOs. What is missing might vary, but these missing elements are common to almost all MMOs. First, while character creation may be fairly complex, it often lacks the detail and minutiae players seek in a single-player game. In addition, player-created mods in MMOs allow even further customization; currently, the Skyrim Nexus contains over 2,000 mods to refine character creation. The simple fact that single-player DRPGs can be modded, whereas MMORPGs obviously cannot, highlights an essential difference of the two mediums: single-player DRPGs are an intensely personal experience, made even more personal through the use of available mods.

By contrast, MMORPGs are social experiences, intended primarily to allow players to participate with others in an RPG. Both mediums approximate the pen-and-paper RPG experience, but single-player DRPGs owe their success to player agency regarding the game’s technical content. Single-player DRPGs must have a complex, robust, and detailed character-creation system. Single-player DRPGs must also offer a wide variety of weapons and armor that will not only satisfy the aesthetic tastes of single players who seek variations for their character’s attire, but will also allow them to successfully complete combat scenarios with the aid of only their weapons, armor, and NPC companions who are controlled by the game’s AI (which is often programmable to some extent by the player). While loot serves the same reward and monetary value in MMORPGs as in single-player games, often loot in single-player DRPGs is specific for the player’s chosen class, and for the player’s NPC companions. Loot in MMORPGs is usually far more varied, and more generic—able to randomly accommodate virtually any class of any online player.

Another essential difference between single-player and MMORPGs is the number and complexity of interesting NPCs. In MMORPGs—ostensibly to save bandwidth and loading times—NPCs are often static, existing in a single space within the game world, waiting for players to approach these NPCs for game information or for quests. Often, several online avatars are clustered around a single NPC, thus disrupting ambient immersion in a game world. Single-player versus MMORPGs can thus be summed up as a quantity versus quality issue. Because MMOs often feature vast and expansive game environments, other game features must be sacrificed. More content means less detailed development of that content. In single-player games, while the game worlds often aren’t as immense, varied, or updated and expanded as are MMORPGs, single-player DRPGs are often richer, more detailed, and more refined.

In addition, it would be something of a misconception that MMORPGs better approximate the tabletop D&D experience simply because players experience the game together in groups who are either friends or other players met online during gameplay. Just as in single-player games, players are restricted in MMOs to available game environments, and are also restricted to quests that are available in the game. The sense of spontaneity, and the unpredictable nature of creative players together with a skilled dungeon master (DM) developing a game narrative together, cannot be precisely approximated in an MMORPG environment. An MMORPG’s designer—as virtual DMs—necessarily must maintain a tighter control over the game environment and narrative than does a pen-and-paper. At its essence, an MMORPG will appeal to players who want to play online with their friends or with other people. Players who highly value technical content in a game appear to prefer single-player DRPGs.

Dragon Age: Inquisition—BioWare’s Last Ray of Sunlight

While the scars were forming for BioWare after the ME3 ending battle with fans, the Dragon Age team was recovering from its own tough fight. The clouds were beginning to part for Dragon Age director Mark Darrah and his team, at least. Almost immediately after the Dragon Age team released DAII’s final DLC—Mark of the Assassin—a modest hit featuring media personality Felicia Day as the DLC narrative’s principal character—they began work on the next Dragon Age game, which would return to the Inquisition idea Darrah had before DAII was conceived as a replacement game during SWTOR release delays. As detailed in his Blood, Sweat, and Pixels (2017) chapter on the game, Schreier described how BioWare’s general manager Aaryn Flynn and the rest of his staff felt like the company needed a big win. Though no one at EA said as much, everyone at BioWare knew that their company was in part responsible for EA’s status as Consumerist’s “Worst Company in America” two years in a row (Schreier 2017: 141, 156). BioWare needed to prove they could return to form as a leader in the DRPG industry after the missteps with DAII and ME3.

In essence, Flynn and Darrah wanted to recreate everything Skyrim was—a massive open world teeming with interesting NPCs and fearsome monsters, hordes of loot for players to find and collect, and a vast array of options to dress up their characters and NPC companions. The new Dragon Age game would therefore not only improve on DAII in every way—including perhaps the most robust character-creation process to date in a DRPG—but also best Skyrim by including BioWare’s penchant for complex, immersive storytelling. Despite the colossally high bar Flynn and Darrah set for the Dragon Age team with their next game, they gave themselves little more than three years to design and release it. And if their goals weren’t lofty enough, Flynn and Darrah elected to use the Frostbite engine to create the next Dragon Age game. Developed by DICE, an EA-owned subsidiary in Sweden, the Frostbite engine was developed for Battlefield, EA’s enormously popular first-person shooter franchise. No one had ever used Frostbite for a third-person perspective DRPG; much of the engine therefore had to be built from the ground up by the Dragon Age team. Designing the most ambitious DRPG in the company’s history—and one of the most ambitious DRPGs to date—became even more difficult when Flynn, Darrah, and EA executive Patrick Söderlund made the decision to use Frostbite.

Creator of the Dragon Age world and the series’ lead writer David Gaider again took the reins on the story’s narrative, which would return the Dragon Age franchise to a heroic epic framework that had been so successful in DAO. The game’s protagonist would once again face a world-threatening evil, gather a rag-tag group of adventurers to assist her, and travel across the game world gathering allies. With their story, engine, and team in place, Darrah and his crew got to work on Dragon Age: Inquisition (DAI). The game’s development cycle can best be summarized by Darrah’s work habits and nature. Schreier (2017) described him as scattered, chaotic, and disorganized, and also something of a genius in sniffing out problems before they occurred, and in “knowing which bugs were worth fixing” (166). This unique Darrah-brand of organized chaos had become synonymous with Dragon Age games, so much so that other BioWare employees acknowledged that the development process—and employees seemed to use the term “process” loosely—was different for Dragon Age than for other BioWare games (Schreier 2017).

Darrah and creative director Mike Laidlaw soldiered on, even gaining permission from EA to delay DAI by one year when the problems with Frostbite at times became nearly intractable. Then at E3 2014, EA pulled out all the stops for BioWare at the company’s press conference live event. Introducing DAI with a two-minute trailer and a live cellist, BioWare’s design team revealed a stunning series of game environments that dazzled the crowd in attendance at the event. At the previous year’s E3 press conference, EA’s announcement trailer for DAI featured cinematic footage that would never appear in the game. Fans and game web sites maintained buzz on the game for the next year, but at E3 2014 a vision of the actual game emerged, and it was stunning. BioWare had once again challenged themselves to a colossal goal: release DAI for five platforms (the unreleased Xbox One, PlayStation 4, PlayStation 3, Xbox 360, and PC), using a game engine that had not been created for third-person perspective DRPGs. In a 2019 article for Kotaku, Schreier, who has become something of a BioWare expert in the gaming news industry, referenced what Darrah, Laidlaw, and other members of BioWare’s management called “BioWare magic”:


It’s a belief that no matter how rough a game’s production might be, things will always come together in the final months. The game will always coalesce. It happened on the Mass Effect trilogy, on Dragon Age: Origins, and on Inquisition. Veteran BioWare developers like to refer to production as a hockey stick—it’s flat for a while, and then it suddenly jolts upward. Even when a project feels like a complete disaster, there’s a belief that with enough hard work—and enough difficult crunch—it’ll all come together. (para. 13)


Crippling levels of stress, burnout, draconian work hours, and endless frustration culminated on November 18, 2014, with the release of DAI across all five platforms—itself a monumental achievement. And to BioWare’s endless relief, the ray of sunshine at last appeared through the clouds. DAI was a critical and financial blockbuster, earning over a dozen 2014 Game of the Year awards. With DAI, Darrah and Laidlaw had unquestionably attempted to out-Skyrim Bethesda, creating thirteen enormous game environments full of side quests, each with a distinctive landscape and atmosphere. After the risks of DAII’s narrative produced mixed reactions from critics and players, Laidlaw, Gaider, and their team returned to the traditional epic: a hero of humble origins becomes the unifying force of a disparate coalition that challenges and ultimately defeats a villain who wants to rule the world. In short, Laidlaw, Gaider, and company had simply recycled the ancient structure that had been so successful in DAO, but gave it a decidedly Skyrim-esque spin.

Technical Communication and DAI: Bigger Is Better, More Is Better

In designing DAI for five platforms, Darrah and his team had to address a particularly difficult problem: how to import a player’s choices from the first two games in the series into DAI. After five years of perhaps multiple playthroughs, players might have many saves through both Dragon Age games, in which they made several different choices in each game. And each of those saves may have been on different platforms. In addition, both the PlayStation 4 and the Xbox One had been released in 2013, over a year since the Mark of the Assassin, the last DAII game DLC. No player, therefore, would be able to import a save into either system, because in 2014 neither the PS4 nor the Xbox One were backwards compatible. Those game-saves were immensely important to players and were also a feature for which BioWare was well-known. Despite the blowback due to ME3’s ending, and possibly because of it, the Dragon Age team had to retain some form of game-save for DAI. That’s when the team devised the Dragon Age Keep (DA Keep), an online web site maintained by the EA servers, in which players could select every important choice from both DAO and DAII for import into their DAI game, regardless of platform.

On August 28, 2013, and thus over a year prior to DAI’s release, Darrah announced the DA Keep in a blog post on the BioWare site. Coinciding with his announcement, Darrah also directed players to the DA Keep’s web site, where players could sign up to beta test the system. Although few players who signed up for the beta were actually chosen, BioWare used the DA Keep to maintain buzz for the game, and perhaps repair beliefs that had been so badly damaged because of ME3—that players’ choices in BioWare games really mattered. Two weeks before DAI launched, BioWare released the DA Keep, and thousands of fans immediately accessed the site, crashing the site’s server on the first day, and then again the weekend of November 1–2, 2014. Once EA finally allowed enough bandwidth to handle the demand, players could access the DA Keep and choose their world state for DAI.

The DA Keep is rather ingeniously intuitive in its technical design. Each game is featured in a side-scrolling screen, so players can choose from all the different types of Wardens available from DAO, and each class and gender of Hawke from DAII. The DA Keep then provides players with choices from each Dragon Age game that will be imported (and therefore presumably meaningful) into DAI. Players could also create and save up to four Dragon Age world states in the DA Keep.
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Figure 6.5 Dragon Age Keep.


The Dragon Age Keep was therefore something of a masterstroke for BioWare, because the app generated its own buzz for an entire year prior to the release of DAI and worked effectively to repair some of the damage caused by the ME3 ending debacle. What’s more, the DA Keep worked nearly flawlessly at the game’s release, providing clear instructions during a new game launch, and verifying that the player’s DA Keep world state was selected.

The return to what worked in DAO included character creation, which was also a reaction to critics and fans who wanted more customization and racial selection for their characters than the human Hawke of DAII. As would become typical for DAI, character creation is rich, detailed, and so varied in allowing players to refine even the smallest facial features of their characters that the character-creation menu at the game’s start provides an inexhaustible amount of nuance in designing player-character facial features.


[image: ]

Figure 6.6 Dragon Age: Inquisition character-creation screenshot.


Attire and loot are abundant throughout DAI, allowing players to acquire weapons, armor, and items during the game or by creating weapons and armor through DAI’s crafting system. In their further attempts to outdo Skyrim, BioWare included options for players to upgrade weapon and armor sections, like shoulder plates, leg armor, and gauntlets; weapon blades, staff heads, grips, and staff blades could also be created and affixed to weapons through crafting. By collecting dozens of cloth and metal types strewn throughout the game’s thirteen environments, players could augment the abilities and statistics of their player-character, the Inquisitor—and change weapon and armor colors for both the Inquisitor and her NPC companions. DAI’s inventory screen brilliantly uses a visual rendering of both the Inquisitor and her NPC companions to show players exactly how weapons and armor will appear on a character. And although weapons and armor are common to classes—sword, axes, and maces for fighters; daggers and bows for rogues; and staves for mages—each armor piece looks different on each character, allowing for everyone to maintain a signature visual style in the game. The result is a nearly seamless inventory system that allows players to easily equip every character and see exactly how equipment will look on characters during gameplay.
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Figure 6.7 Dragon Age: Inquisition inventory screen.


BioWare also thrashed Skyrim with interesting NPCs in depth and psychological complexity, if not in sheer numbers. Lead writer David Gaider and his team once again created fascinating and complex NPC companions, villagers, antagonists, and villains throughout the game, weaving tremendous narrative value into the relatively simple heroic epic of the game’s main quest.

This Skyrim-meets-DAO approach did create a gorgeous and enormous game that averages over 100 hours to complete, but the Frostbite engine proved difficult to crack, and resulted, even with a year’s reprieve to develop the game over nearly three years, in side quests that amounted to players running from one game location to another gathering items requested by NPCs. These fetch-quests, as they’re commonly called, are rife throughout DAI, and amount to a significant amount of unneeded content filler. It was as though Darrah and Laidlaw’s approach was “bigger is better, more is better” when creating the game. Because of the enormous areas, players reported on discussion forums that they spent, for instance, over twenty hours completing side quests in the game’s first area, called the Hinterlands. Then after completing all of the area’s fifty-five side quests (Dragon Age Wiki 2015), players found they were over-leveled, and main quest adventures were too easy.

In fact, multiple gaming web sites ran articles advising players to leave the Hinterlands and explore other game content or advance to the main quest. This problem seems recurrent throughout open-world games and was exacerbated by Bethesda in Skyrim and later by BioWare in DAI. In their engagement of the “bigger is better, more is better” game concept, design teams fill their gigantic game worlds with needless fetch-quests that owe more to classic digital games like Pac-Man or Tetris than to RPGs. The more there is to do, the thinking must go, the happier players will be, and will feel like they’re getting their money’s worth out of the game. Presuming it exists, this game design attitude fundamentally misses the point of RPGs, which are inherently narrative games. As of 2014, neither Bethesda nor BioWare had released a DRPG that contained not only an engaging, thoughtful, and fresh main quest, but also provided meaningful and complex side quests. In 2015, CD Projekt Red (CDPR) would accept that challenge.

Looking Ahead—The Wheel of Fortune Spins

The 2010s would be tumultuous for Bethesda and BioWare, with each company struggling to establish consistency with online gaming platforms while maintaining their success in the single-player DRPG market. Both companies would follow similar paths—each would release a highly successful single-player game, and each would falter with MMOs. Both would also struggle with social media channels with inconsistent polices, from widespread communication with fans to silence, and from active cooperation with gaming news media to silence and outright ostracization—all in a scattershot attempt to control their companies’ narrative, while ironically losing control of their game’s narratives. As the modes of technical communication became more diverse, Bethesda and BioWare would falter as fans increasingly demanded cocreative status. Meanwhile, in 2015 CDPR would challenge the other two companies for status among DRPG players.
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Bigger, More, Better

Crowdsourcing had become a powerful tool during the 2010s, as companies learned to harness customer feedback into developing better and more targeted products, and as consumers learned they had more power than merely their ability to purchase. In the digital game market—as elsewhere in market economies—players increasingly relied on gaming news web sites like IGN, Kotaku, Polygon, Gamasutra, and Rock Paper Shotgun to not only keep them informed but also provide trusted evaluations of games. Aggregate rating sites Metacritic and Rotten Tomatoes also increased their dominance of entertainment evaluations—games and companies would be made or broken by a two-digit number. While navigating this digital terrain, Bethesda and BioWare would both release critically and commercially successful games, followed up by critical and commercial disasters. During it all, CD Projekt Red (CDPR) would push their way to the top of the digital role-playing game (DRPG) market with one game and a consistent social media presence.

Everyone’s a Cook, and Everyone Stirs the Pot

The Mass Effect 3 (ME3) ending fiasco left BioWare reeling. After confronting an unprecedented and highly publicized backlash, BioWare general manager Aeron Flynn must have believed no decision he or BioWare made would satisfy fans. Silence regarding player complaints about ME3’s ending didn’t work, the release of an extended ending in June 2012 didn’t help much, and published statements from game director Casey Hudson and BioWare co-CEO Ray Muzyka seemed to only throw kerosene on the fire. Mass Effect—BioWare’s signature science fiction game series—had ended not in triumph but in flames. Financially, ME3 was a success—as was Star Wars: The Old Republic (SWTOR). But online perception has a way of becoming reality, and the reality was that BioWare had been branded by fans as a liar. The company needed a big PR win. They’d get that win with critical acclaim for their next Dragon Age game in 2014 but squander it all by attempting to clean up the Mass Effect mess with another title in the series.

Amidst all the BioWare sturm und drang, Bethesda had appropriated what they may have believed was successful technical content in Mass Effect and inserted that content in their new Fallout game. Then Bethesda would turn to conversion of Fallout into a massively multiplayer online game (MMO) platform. The result would lead Bethesda to the edge of the same abyss BioWare had encountered. During all this, CDPR continued work on their single-player game, avoided MMOs, continued their policy of releasing free DLC and free revisions of Witcher 1 and Witcher 2, and hosting contests for fans to submit mods for Witcher games. Then in 2015, CDPR released Witcher 3, and placed the entire DRPG game design industry on notice.

The Witcher 3: Wild Hunt—CDPR’s Big Moment

CDPR’s founders Marcin Iwiński and Michal Kiciński had created a singular, tightly controlled vision for their company, focusing on only one game at a time. The entire company’s history had been devoted to their game adaptation of Andrzej Sapkowski’s Witcher novels featuring Geralt of Rivia and his ward Ciri, beginning with the well-intentioned but clunky, derivative, and sometimes embarrassingly adolescent The Witcher (2007). Its sequel: The Witcher 2: Assassins of Kings, created for CDPR something of a cult following, albeit a highly successful one. And the company received an unexpected PR boost when Polish prime minister Donald Tusk gave the US president Barack Obama a copy of The Witcher 2 during a press conference for Obama’s visit to Poland in 2011.

In just two games, CDPR had moved from obscure to well known. In 2013, the company provided themselves with an international mandate as Geralt and Ciri graced the cover of Gamespot’s March 2013 issue of Game Informer magazine. In the issue’s cover story, The Witcher 3 director Konrad Tomaszkiewicz declared that the game would be bigger than Skyrim, and require over hundred hours to complete (Schreier 2017: 233–4). Just as BioWare had attempted with Dragon Age: Inquisition (DAI), CDPR wanted to out-Skyrim Bethesda, and by also declaring that The Witcher 3 would feature a more compelling story than Mass Effect or Dragon Age, the company had thrown the gauntlet down in front of both companies. After delaying release of The Witcher 3 for nearly a year because of its massive size, the game launched worldwide for the personal computer (PC), Xbox One, and PlayStation 4 on May 15, 2015. And it delivered on all of CDPR’s extraordinary promises.

Technical Content in The Witcher 3: Geralt, and Just Only Geralt

Because Iwiński and Kiciński had chosen the novelist Andrzej Sapkowski’s Geralt of Rivia as the protagonist for all of their games, character creation was drastically simplified. If players wanted to play a Witcher game, they knew they would have to play as Geralt. No other choices were available. As in The Witcher (2007) and The Witcher 2 (2011), there essentially is no character-creation process. The game’s narrative simply begins with Geralt, rather than with a character-creation screen. In the first two games, Geralt’s appearance never changes, but The Witcher 3: The Wild Hunt’s design team wanted more player choice available for Geralt’s appearance, so throughout the game world, Geralt may visit a barber, where the player may choose between six hairstyles and three beard styles (including clean shaven) for Geralt. As game time progresses, Geralt’s beard will slowly grow into a full beard, although no in-game window explains this phenomenon. These hair and beard options were made available as one of sixteen free DLCs for players during the first year of The Witcher 3’s release.

The Witcher provided only two armor options for Geralt throughout the course of the game; in the prologue, Geralt wears no armor at all. A similarly small number of weapons are available for Geralt in the game as well—only fifteen steel swords, three silver swords,1 and five heavy weapons. CDPR dramatically increased those options for The Witcher 2: providing players with thirty-nine armor options, along with a similar number of gloves, boots, and pants for players to play dress-up with Geralt. In addition, dozens of steel and silver swords are available for Geralt in The Witcher 2. In just one game, CDPR’s designers learned the importance of dress-up in a DRPG.

True to CDPR designers’ word, The Witcher 3’s weapon and armor options are dizzying, and for the first time, players can craft weapons and armor for Geralt during the game. In almost all aspects of The Witcher 3, the game’s designers seemed to be adopting the technical content practices of both Skyrim and Dragon Age; Inquisition, then turning the dial to eleven. Or higher. In The Witcher 3, Geralt can not only find weapons and armor in chests, crates, and as buried treasure, but he can also discover schematic plans for increasingly powerful weapon and armor sets. Each set is listed in the game menu as a “Treasure Hunt,” where Geralt must acquire all the materials to craft each armor section—including chest, pants, boots, and gloves—and each weapon, and then he must find and hire a suitably skilled armor or weapon smith to craft the pieces for him. The more powerful the weapon and armor, the more skilled the smith must be—most weapon and armor smiths cannot be hired until Geralt completes the smith’s personal side quest. In total, five armor sets shipped with the game, and two more were added with the release of The Witcher 3 expansion sets: Hearts of Stone on October 13, 2015, and Blood and Wine on May 31, 2016. CDPR also seemed to take another cue from BioWare in creating a visual representation of Geralt for the game’s character screen; players could therefore “try on” any armor or weapons found, purchased, or crafted during the game.


[image: ]

Figure 7.1 The Witcher 3 character screen.


The Witcher 3 also obliterates Skyrim and DAI not only in sheer number of interesting non-player-characters (NPCs), but also in the depth, complexity, and richness of NPC characters in every region of the game’s three huge locations: the war-ravaged swamplands of Velen, the sprawling city of Novigrad, or the rugged, mountainous islands of Skellige. Rather than assign the entire writing team to both the main quest and the side quests, as Bethesda and BioWare had both traditionally done, game director Konrad Tomaszkiewicz tapped his younger brother Mateusz to supervise an entire quest department of writers. Each writer would create a side quest, then rewrite the quest many times after discussions and playtesting (Schreier 2017: 230).

As a result of this drafting and revising process, every side quest seems like a self-contained story, often with a twist, or a difficult decision Geralt must make to resolve a conflict. Then later, if the player chooses for Geralt to return to a region where he has completed a side quest, Geralt finds that his choices may have made a village poorer, resulted in the death of one or more villagers, or set loose an evil spirit to wreak havoc. NPCs also remember Geralt, and if he’s rescued someone or saved a village, or if he’s caused an eventual death or a famine through his decisions in an earlier side quest, villagers may either praise or berate Geralt as he passes by. The world of The Witcher 3 feels as though it continues regardless of Geralt’s presence in it, but when Geralt intervenes, he changes the game world in many ways, both small and large.

In all, CDPR’s designers created 405 quests for The Witcher 3—a number currently bested only by the 480 quests in Nintendo subsidiary Monolith Soft’s 2010 DRPG Xenoblade Chronicles (Gibson 2017). According to howlongtobeat.com, a completionist playthrough of The Witcher 3 is nearly 180 hours—not on the level of Morrowind’s 399 completionist average or Skyrim’s 234, but hefty on its own—and with arguably a far richer narrative than Skyrim.

The Witcher 3’s dialogue system is simple; Geralt generally has no more than three options—usually diplomatic or aggressive. In his blog “How to Make an RPG” (2017), Schuller listed two separate dialogue modes in The Witcher 3: Consumer and Producer. During the game, players engage Consumer mode when NPCs provide information, usually to describe the environment, history, advance a quest, or develop a relationship with Geralt of Rivia. In Producer mode, the players can choose between five options for dialogue with an NPC. These lines appear in the center-right section of the screen.
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Figure 7.2 The Witcher 3 producer dialogue.


Schuller (2017) further described dialogue choices in The Witcher 3:


• Yellow options indicate the conversation will be advanced. Selecting a yellow option may mean you lose the option to select previous choices.

• Given two yellow options you may only be able to choose one of them.

• Yellow options are always put at the top of the list.

• Options that may change state have a small icon. These include:


◦ Starting a game of Gwent, the Witcher’s card game

◦ Haggling over a contract price

◦ Opening a shop interface

◦ Leaving the conversation


• The exit option is always the last element in the list.

• Options may be locked off. For instance if the Witcher doesn’t have the Axii Sign ability (mind-control), he won’t be able to choose options with the Axii sign.

• Certain conversation states are timed—the Witcher must make a choice in the time limit or the currently selected item is chosen (para. 11).


The game also includes several occasions when the player must choose between two dialogue options while a yellow bar moves in the dialogue panel from right to left in a countdown. This type of action is called a “quick-time event,” or “QTE.” The technical content display is intended to cause players to react instinctively regarding a dialogue choice.
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Figure 7.3 The Witcher 3 quick-time dialogue.


During many of these dialogues, The Witcher 3 continues its tradition of borderline decision-making with no clear morality. Gates (2015) elaborated:


There are no easy choices in The Witcher 3, and dialogue options don’t come as part of a black-and-white morality system. In Mass Effect, it’s pretty easy to predict how a given decision will pay off—“good” and “bad” choices are even color coded for the player’s convenience. In The Witcher 3, outcomes are more unpredictable, and players often have to choose between a selection of equally terrible options. (7)


Because those options are so unforgiving, and because in all three Witcher games CDPR provides no “morality meter” to guide players, choices are complex and integral to the gaming experience. In addition, those choices are directly tied to the story, as are the game’s many side quests.

Narratively, The Witcher 3 established a new standard of narrative immersion in a DRPG, because the player assumes the role of Geralt, and thus in the game role-playing remains at the center of the player’s experience. Without clearly right or wrong answers, choices must be viewed from a very personal perspective—that of Geralt of Rivia, the character that the player is required to assume. The resulting emotional attachment players may feel to Geralt makes all the difference. Players may therefore feel that Geralt is truly their character, just as players may have with their own characters back in Gary Gygax’s basement. The Witcher 3’s game world also contributes to CDPR’s successful approximation of the tabletop RPG experience. The open world is truly vast, but every area feels crucial to the story, and every quest necessary, just as is the case with a good Dungeon Master’s (DM) narrative. Prescott (2015) further described The Witcher 3’s achievement:


The rewards for wondering are invariably bleak, but The Witcher 3 achieves something very few video games do: when I’m engaged in a peripheral mini-narrative I’m not necessarily thinking about its game aspects. I’m not thinking about the XP rewarded, or the money I’ll get, or the allegiances I’ll forge, or the buffs I’ll unlock. I’m not grinding. I just really want to know, and understand, what’s going on. (para. 6)


Borrowing from BioWare’s highly popular game-save importing process, The Witcher 2 players who purchased The Witcher 3 on the same system could import their game-save, which includes nineteen decisions that affect The Witcher 3’s narrative. Unlike those in the Mass Effect or Dragon Age series, however, decisions in The Witcher 2 do not profoundly affect the world state of The Witcher 3. But it’s possible that CDPR was paying careful attention to the ME3 ending mess; The Witcher 3 offers thirty-six different endings, depending on choices the player makes throughout the game as Geralt. The Witcher 3 therefore also breaks new ground in emergent narrative development.

Emergent Narrative 2012–15

In “An Out-of-Character Approach to Emergent Game Narratives” (2014), Chauvin et al. argued that “the need for uncertainty in games is crucial for creating challenge” (2). According to the authors, that challenge is even more important in emergent games such as DRPGs because DRPGs rely on complex, difficult-to-predict scenarios. As coauthors in this sense, players are responsible for creating their own virtual realities by assuming the role of both player and author, which is essential for successful DRPG play. Carlquist (2013) in contrast argued that game designers are the true authors of games because players are only using the stories created by a game’s writers (18).

The problem with Carlquist’s idea—even if it is true—is that players have never been satisfied with a passive experience in DRPGs. The very nature of the digital experience transcends reading a story or watching a film. Because a narrative is ensconced within a digital game, players expect an interactive experience. In DRPGs, players are still expecting what they believe is a genuine D&D experience, which gaming companies cannot deliver. Narrative interactivity—and thus cocreation—does not occur through character creation, weapons and armor acquisition and crafting, or loot gathering. Emergent narratives occur in role-playing games (RPGs) through interaction with other players, and through shared decisions on how to proceed during quests created by the DM. Massive multiplayer online role-playing games (MMORPGs) have attempted this kind of interactivity for years with varying degrees of success but in the single-player DRPG—the staple creations of Bethesda, BioWare, and CDPR—rely on interactivity through NPCs who act as the player-character’s companions, provide information and quests, and create or maintain conflicts for the player to resolve.

Creating interesting NPCs in a single-player DRPG is increasingly difficult for game designers, however. Ryan et al. (2015) argued that a realistic DRPG game world would involve NPCs who “observe and form knowledge about the world, propagate knowledge to other characters, misremember and forget knowledge, and lie” (56). Forgetful or deceitful NPCs can provide complications for a group of players in a tabletop RPG, because the DM is always present to redirect the players back onto the game’s main quest. Tabletop RPGs also don’t exist within fixed points in time; DRPGs do. Player unpredictability must be tightly controlled in a DRPG if a game’s designers wish to maintain a complex narrative.

To date, DRPG designers have been forced to choose between one or the other—player freedom to travel wherever they wish to in a game world as in Skyrim, or restriction to a nearly linear narrative in one or very few locations, as in Dragon Age: Origins (DAO) or Dragon Age II (DAII). Not even The Witcher 3’s enormous locations are entirely free for players to explore. Because the game’s story is about Geralt’s search for his adopted daughter Ciri, a sense of urgency remains throughout the game. Geralt must find Ciri before she is discovered by the nefarious members of the Wild Hunt, whose motives for capturing Ciri are unclear at the game’s beginning. Geralt may wander The Witcher 3 locations of Velen, Novigrad, or Skellige and accept side quests, but doing so always feels a bit odd—as though Geralt has somehow forgotten the dire need to find Ciri before the Wild Hunt does. In addition, scenarios the main quest in The Witcher 3 must be completed in each area—successively in Velen, then Novigrad, and then in Skellige. CDPR may have advertised player freedom in The Witcher 3, but that advertisement wasn’t precisely accurate. Still, The Witcher 3 had achieved in its time more than any other DRPG in creating a complex, engaging narrative in what amounts to a semi-open-world digital environment.

In their article “A Call for Emotion Modeling in Interactive Storytelling” (2013), Hernandez and Bulitko described the artificial intelligence (AI) tools that help designers maintain plot consistency over player agency. These tools also increase the number of possible plot branches, and thus exponentially increase a game’s complexity for designers. The need to control those branches creates an inherent diversion between the desires of players, who want autonomy regarding the game’s narrative, and the desires of designers, who want to grant some autonomy but need to maintain narrative integrity through AI routines, which are designed to steer players back to certain points regardless of their choices. The limited resultant narrative is usually controlled through careful planning (Porteus, Cavazza, and Charles 2010), which can derail even the best pen-and-paper DM. In a DRPG, however, narrative derailment simply cannot happen. The story has to progress from Point A—the beginning—to Point B—the ending. In his Tumblr blog (2015) for fledgling game writers, Dragon Age lead writer David Gaider provided an example of complexity in DRPGs:


Reveal critical information in the critical path, meaning the path through the conversation that everyone will encounter. Bottlenecks are critical path, for instance. So a flow may very well be critical path line-critical path line-optional branch-optional branch-bottleneck-critical path line-critical path line-optional branch-optional branch-optional branch-bottleneck-ending. In this, the player choices where branching occurs take place in the first “optional branch” section, which is then lassoed back into the critical path via the bottleneck. (“Narrative design part 9,” para. 5)


One reason for this dialogue complexity in emergent narratives is certainly due to what Suttie et al. (2013) referred to as bottom-up interactive storytelling in game design. The authors described how DRPG story writers must “author characters based on their role within the scenario rather than the role they play from a narrative perspective. There is a subtle difference, but it means that actions/decisions should not be forced on characters but that dramatic situations must be engineered in order for these to happen in-line with a character’s own set of emotions and motivations” (Suttie et al. 2013: 208).

Fallout 4—Bethesda looks to BioWare

After the release of Mothership Zeta, the final DLC for Fallout 3 (2008), director Todd Howard immediately began work on developing the next game in the Fallout series. In an interview for Game Informer, Istvan Pely, the lead artist for what would become Fallout 4 (2014), explained the branding value of Fallout 3’s power armor, a suit of enormous armor that player-characters could acquire in the game:


It’s the iconic image. It’s on the cover of the box. That sort of represents Fallout for us. That was the T-45 Armor. We wanted to update that for Fallout 4. It’s a great way for us to simultaneously say, ‘Here’s how it’s going to be true to Fallout 3, and here’s how it’s going to be different. (Reiner 2015: para. 6)


The power armor served Bethesda therefore as the signature brand for Fallout and become vital for the company’s marketing campaign as the release of Fallout 4 approached in 2015. Bethesda Studios, the publishing division of parent company ZeniMax, remained highly profitable from 2008 to 2015 as a publisher of independent games developed by small companies, while Bethesda Softworks, the design branch, focused on Skyrim through 2013. Then production began in earnest on Fallout 4.

Using Skyrim’s creation engine, Howard and his team focused on what had worked for both Fallout 3 and Skyrim—development of a huge open world where players could feel free to roam, and to create their own weapons and armor. Once again, a Bethesda game would succeed in the most important aspects of technical content that players demanded—character creation, attire, loot, and interesting NPCs. And whereas BioWare copied the open-world concept of Skyrim and applied it to the Dragon Age series with Inquisition, this time Bethesda would copy BioWare’s dialogue wheel—for the first time, a Bethesda player-character would be fully voiced.

At E3 2015, just months before Fallout 4’s launch, Bethesda’s showcase world premiere and press conference hit on all four primary areas of technical content: Fallout 4’s character-creation system would occur before the nuclear war that wipes out most of the United States, the game would feature dozens of interchangeable weapons and armor through an elaborate crafting system, and loot would be plentiful throughout the game world wasteland as player-characters emerge from a fallout shelter 210 years after the World War III. Highlighted during the E3 showcase was a fully voiced Fallout 4 protagonist, who could be either a woman or a man. In a 2015 post-E3 interview, lead designer Emil Pagliarulo explained that the Fallout 4 design team focused on storytelling far more than they did in Fallout 3, which was much more of a sandbox game with a simplistic main quest (Roberts 2015). The main quest for Fallout 4 would be much more complex—and considerably more so even than Skyrim’s quest to slay the oldest and most powerful dragon in the Elder Scrolls series.

Players begin the game as a war veteran in an alternate-timeline Earth, in which atomic energy was widely accepted after World War II, and technology thereby advanced rapidly, creating a future much more technologically advanced than our own. In the twenty-first century, resource shortage wars brought the world to the brink of war again. In the year 2077 of Fallout 4’s alternate timeline, the player-character is a war veteran who has just returned home to her spouse and infant child after serving in the resource wars. Here the player is allowed to customize her character.


[image: ]

Figure 7.4 Fallout 4 character creation.


In what looks to be another borrow from DAI, the character creator in Fallout 4 is robust, and an upgrade from character creation in Fallout 3. Players may sculpt their character’s body type and facial features, in addition to several racial options for the Sole Survivor, as she is called in Bethesda’s promotional materials for the game. After character creation, the player-character answers the doorbell, where a representative from Vault-Tec, the company that designed the neighborhood’s nuclear shelter, explains that because the player-character is a war hero, she and her family are granted access to the shelter in case of a nuclear attack. Then the player-character is directed by Cogsworth, the family robot, to the nursery, where her infant son is crying and needs comfort. The player-character’s spouse holds the infant, and the family moves back to the living room, where a television report details the impending nuclear attack. When sirens begin signaling the attack, the player-character and her family are quickly moved to a fallout shelter and respective cryo pods during a subsequent nuclear attack from an unidentified enemy. The player-character then awakens briefly from cryo-sleep to see her spouse murdered in another cryo pod, and her infant child taken from her spouse’s grasp. The player-character then falls unconscious, then reawakens when her cryo pod malfunctions 210 years after the nuclear war. At that point, the player-character becomes the Sole Survivor, and must escape from the fallout shelter and then wander the game world’s wasteland in search of her missing child, whom she presumes is still alive in this distant future.

Race, Gender, and Sexuality: The Slow Progress Toward Inclusivity

Throughout their games, both Bethesda and BioWare have provided racially diverse options for player-characters. In addition to skin tone options during character creation, Bethesda has also always offered players an opportunity to play Khajit (with feline features), Argonian (lizard people), or the Orsimer (the Elder Scrolls elven word for “orcs”).2 BioWare games have been similarly inclusive in racial options of player-characters and NPCs in their games, depending on the game world.

Gender and sexuality are much more complex options to include in an RPG. While playing the game, players may think of their characters in any way they choose, but if they want acknowledgment of their gender or orientation within the game, such recognition must come from NPCs. This inherent dynamic of representation in DRPGs risks what Greer (2013) called “a decision to orient oneself upon a chosen other” (12). Representation of gender and orientation through NPC dialogue and relationships therefore creates a dynamic where only heteronormative states are acknowledged. Prior to Fallout 4, Bethesda had avoided gender and orientation inclusivity by avoiding romantic subplots and side quests for player-characters in Fallout 3 and in the Elder Scrolls games prior to Skyrim. But beginning with Skyrim, Bethesda added an option for player-characters to marry eligible NPCs; the game makes no distinction of gender or race in Skyrim’s marriage options.3 BioWare seemed much more willing to address gender, inclusivity, and sexuality in their earliest games. In Baldur’s Gate II and in the Dragon Age series, BioWare added both heterosexual and gay relationship options for player-characters. These options, while certainly more inclusive of many games that contain romantic subplots, still leave out broader understandings of gender and orientation, particularly for players who resist heteronormativity (Ruberg and Phillips 2018).

The exigencies of digital game writing make it difficult to expand gender and orientation options for players. In a 2017 interview with Alayna Cole for GamesRadar, Dragon Age lead writer David Gaider explained that since acknowledgment of gender and orientation in a DRPG must come from NPCs, dialogue conversations become increasingly complex:


In polyamorous relationships, there are even more variables involved, which need to be explored in the dialogue between characters. Conversations would need to change based on who the player-character is dating, what the relationships between those NPCs are like, whether there have been any breakups or other relationship events, and the order that these different events take place. This would mean different lines of dialogue being written, recorded, and possibly animated into cinematics for each of these different eventualities. (para. 15)


Orientation in the Mass Effect and Dragon Age series have therefore been limited to monogamous relationships. In each game the player-character may flirt with and even engage in sexual encounters with more than one NPC, but eventually the player must choose only one NPC to romance. With CDPR’s Witcher series, no such complexity exists. The game’s designers adhered to novelist Andrzej Sapkowski’s depiction of Geralt as heterosexual; Geralt may therefore sleep with several NPC females throughout the Witcher games, but in The Witcher 3 he must choose to be faithful to one of two characters—Triss Merigold, a sorceress with whom Geralt has had a relationship during the first two games, or Yennefer of Vengerberg, Geralt’s traditional lover in Sapkowski’s novels. If the player chooses for Geralt to continue romantic relationships with both Triss and Yennefer, they eventually both leave him, and Geralt is left alone at the game narrative’s conclusion.

While racial bigotry is explored in Bethesda’s and BioWare’s games, sexual bigotry is not. LGBTQ orientations and same-sex romances are normalized in both companies’ games, although monogamy is generally the rule; polyamory is either ignored or rerouted for players to either a monogamous relationship with an NPC or through the rejection of NPCs who are involved with the player-character in the polyamorous relationship. Furthermore, in the Skyrim and in Fallout 4, players may romance an NPC of any gender. In Fallout 4, the player begins the game with a spouse of the opposite sex, but after she emerges from the vault postapocalypse, the Sole Survivor may romance any eligible NPC. Not all NPCs in either Bethesda or Dragon Age games are romanceable, however; only those coded by the designers as eligible.

In most BioWare games, some NPC companions have specific orientations, and will reject an advance from a player-character with a gender to whom the NPC companion is not attracted. For instance, in DAI the warrior Cassandra is heterosexual and may be romanced only by heterosexual male Inquisitors, whereas the female elf Sera and the human male mage Dorian are both gay, and may be romanced only by same-sex Inquisitors. The human female mage Vivianne may be flirted with, but she rejects the advances of all Inquisitors; she is not interested in a relationship with any of them. DAO and all three Mass Effect games featured similar orientations for NPC companions, but in DAII every eligible NPC companion was romanceable by a Hawke of either gender. This change in DAII was another simplification that saved hours of additional dialogue writing and recording for NPCs with specific orientations. Once David Gaider and his writing team had more time, they returned to the more traditional BioWare model for NPC companion orientation.

In Fallout 4, NPC companion romance is initiated and maintained through the dialogue tree, much as it is in BioWare’s DAII and DAI. Whereas romance dialogue options were coded with a heart icon in DAII and DAI:
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Figure 7.5 Heart dialogue option in Dragon Age II.



[image: ]

Figure 7.6 Heart dialogue option in Dragon Age: Inquisition.


Fallout 4’s flirt option is a bit more obvious.
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Figure 7.7 Flirt dialogue option in Fallout 4.


Flirting dialogue isn’t the only way romance works in Fallout 4; Bethesda’s designers provided other technical content in the game to indicate an NPC companion’s progression in a romance. Each of the seven romance-eligible NPC companions in Fallout 4 has a series of preferences for certain actions of the Sole Survivor. Each NPC companion also begins the game with a hidden “affinity” score of zero, which can raise or lower depending on dialogue with or actions of the Sole Survivor. The female reporter Piper, for example, prefers peaceful options to violent ones, and dislikes selfish actions (Fallout 4 Wiki 2017). By contrast, the cage fighter Cait, another female NPC companion, prefers selfish and mean-spirited actions (Fallout 4 Wiki 2016).

While traveling with an NPC companion in Fallout 4, when the Sole Survivor engages in dialogue with another NPC or engages in an action, a text window will appear in the screen’s upper left corner, indicating if the Sole Survivor’s NPC companion “likes,” “dislikes,” “loves,” or “hates” the dialogue choice or action.
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Figure 7.8 Fallout 4 like or dislike indicator.


Otherwise, the NPC companion’s affinity score is hidden from the player. When the Sole Survivor’s romance with an NPC companion reaches a high enough score, the “Flirt” option on the dialogue wheel changes to “Romance.” Choosing the “Romance” dialogue option will then result in a cutscene in which a romantic relationship between the Sole Survivor and the NPC companion will be formally established. Thereafter, during the game the NPC companion will frequently express affection when answering the Sole Survivor’s questions. The Sole Survivor may also sleep in a bed with the NPC Companion, thereby receiving the “Lover’s Embrace” perk, which temporarily grants a 15 percent experience bonus.
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Figure 7.9 “Lover’s Embrace” perk.


The hidden affinity trait in Fallout 4 symbolizes much of the game’s technical content—it doesn’t exist much, as least as far as quest markers, locations, and clues to complete quests. In fact, Fallout 4 became somewhat notorious for its lack of technical information during quests. The player’s Pip Boy wrist computer, which serves as the game’s menu in the Fallout series, is designed as a primitive green screen, ala early PCs of the 1980s and early 1990s. The Pip Boy map is similarly primitive, with little indication of distances or landmarks.
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Figure 7.10 Fallout 4 Pip Boy map.


The Pip Boy in general, and the map in particular, remind players through technical content that the game’s primary objective, whether during events in the main quest or in Fallout 4’s 144 side quests (Hillier 2017), is survival. As the Sole Survivor, the player emerges from the Nuclear Shelter 111 with little more than a primitive weapon and her vault clothes. She then has to wander throughout the Boston Commonwealth wasteland in search of her missing son, and engage in any side quest the player chooses. The Pip Boy serves as a reinforcement of a world in which technology has returned to a proto-1950s state, except for decidedly science fiction-esque armor and weapons, which include lasers and nuclear rounds. The Sole Survivor’s wandering is the game’s objective, as she develops legendary status among the inhabitants of the Commonwealth.

Fallout 4: Stats and Mods

Fallout 4 become Bethesda’s most financially successful game, surpassing Skyrim in total overall sales (McKeand 2017). By retaining what the Fallout series did well—provide a sandbox postapocalyptic environment with a protagonist designed for wandering that environment—Bethesda pleased fans with its fidelity to the series and to its own style of games. Fallout 4 sold 12 million copies and produced over $750 million in sales during its first twenty-four hours after launch. And though Fallout 4 has only half as many mods as Skyrim’s 61,200, it remains #2 on Nexus’s list of most-modded games. As holders of six out of the ten most-modded games on Nexus, Bethesda, BioWare, and CDPR games account for eleven of the top twenty with the most mods, though only The Witcher 3 keeps CDPR’s place as #9, with nearly 3,000 mods (Nexus Mods 2019).

The sheer number of mods for Bethesda and BioWare deserve consideration: what about these games fosters such large modding communities? In part, because in releasing toolsets specifically to mod their games, Bethesda has created its own modding culture, which maintains interest in the game and potentially generates new sales. What’s more, Bethesda also created their persona as a company that cared about its fans. By embracing a version of cocreation through their release of modding toolsets for their games, both Fallout 4 and Skyrim continue to enjoy widespread success and significant longevity as single-player games.

Multiplayer Content in Single-Player Games

If indeed as Schreier (2017) reported that BioWare had always felt like the odd duck among Electronic Arts’ (EA) subsidiaries, the company’s executives felt that not long after the company’s sale, after the release of Mass Effect 2 and during development of DAII and Mass Effect 3 (ME3). In 2011, just after the announcement that BioWare was delaying release of ME3, the company announced a co-op multiplayer addition to the game. Announced on BioWare’s web site and on their official fan forums, success in the multiplayer mode—according to BioWare Community Coordinator Chris Priestly—“will have a direct impact on the outcome of the  single player campaign, giving players an alternative method of achieving ultimate victory” (Curtin 2011: para. 2). This addition would be BioWare’s first attempt at games-as-service. Although the multiplayer mode would be free to play, microtransactions would allow players to pay for increasingly powerful character types as well as weapons and armor, ostensibly to improve their co-op experience.

Perhaps not surprisingly, BioWare’s executives chose to frame the ME3 multiplayer addition as another benevolent company iteration of cocreation. By playing multiplayer (and maybe by doing so, also paying for the addition’s best characters, weapons, and armor), players would improve their chances of achieving the game’s most positive ending. We’ve already described that design catastrophe. In reality, ME3’s multiplayer was a top-down decision by EA corporate executives to monetize single-player DRPGs. In a 2017 podcast interview for Waypoint Radio, former BioWare designer Manveer Heir described EA’s goals in game production as wholly profit-motivated:


The problem is that we’ve scaled up our budgets to $100m+ and we haven’t actually made a space for good linear single-player games that are under that. But why can’t we have both? Why does it have to be one or the other? And the reason is that EA and those big publishers in general only care about the highest return on investment. They don’t actually care about what the players want, they care about what the players will pay for. (Riendeau 2017)


The success of Mass Effect 3’s multiplayer—at least in terms of its profitability—evidently sealed BioWare’s fate moving forward; all future BioWare DRPGs would contain a multiplayer mode. But the mode was not without its problems. Initially, Mass Effect 3’s galactic war premise included a war room map for Commander Shepard that detailed the “Galaxy at War.” Participating in multiplayer missions would increase each map quadrant’s “galactic readiness,” translated as the galaxy’s likelihood of success in defeating the Reapers. When the game first released in March 2012, players could not achieve 100 percent Galactic Readiness by completing only the single-player game. In order to achieve the highest Effective Military Strength (EMS) for Shepard and her allies, players were required to play multiplayer. Each multiplayer mission increases a Galaxy at War quadrant’s readiness by 8–9 percent, if players choose a specific quadrant for a multiplayer mission. If players instead choose “unknown region,” or a random location, multiplayer missions increase EMS by only 3–4 percent. Since the game begins with each quadrant on the map at 50 percent readiness, players would have to play up to 50 multiplayer missions to achieve 100 percent Galactic Readiness on the war map, and achieve the game’s highest possible EMS—which would unlock the single-player game’s “best” ending.4 After a storm of player protest through BioWare’s official forums, the ME3 team increased single-players’ ability to achieve the “best” game ending without participating in multiplayer missions.

DAI would also contain a multiplayer component, monetized with loot chests and player cards much as was Mass Effect 3’s multiplayer. BioWare’s next game after DAI would also include multiplayer. But that game, a sequel of sorts to the Mass Effect trilogy, would be rocked by its own problems, and continue the downward trajectory of BioWare.

Mass Effect: Andromeda

In a series of April 2, 2019, using tweets from his personal Twitter account, former BioWare game designer Manveer Heir elaborated on the frustration he felt as a BioWare employee, and elaborated his comments on a 2017 Waypoint Radio podcast. Describing that he left BioWare in 2017 with “massive depression and anxiety” (KingCurryThundr 2019)—in the same series of April 2, 2019—tweets, Heir also described EA’s Frostbite engine as “the shittiest engine I’ve ever worked with.” Heir’s remarks underscore the mountain of problems that BioWare would encounter while their Montreal studio was attempting to create a new game based on the Mass Effect game world. Since in 2007–12 trilogy Commander Shepard effectively saved the galaxy from destruction, Montreal’s Mass Effect team would move franchise to an entirely different galaxy, with new races and new intergalactic villains.

The idea was ambitious. Since the Reapers had been defeated, there was little more to do in the post-ME3 galaxy; it had been saved. The Mass Effect team therefore decided to start over in a new galaxy: Andromeda. The development team also wanted to feature exploration in the new Mass Effect game (Schreier 2017). While preproduction on Mass Effect: Andromeda (MEA) began after the final ME3 downloadable content (DLC) was released in March of 2013, several management changes abruptly shifted the game’s concept much later than for most games in development. In 2014, Casey Hudson left BioWare, and soon after Gérard Lehiany, MEA’s lead producer, also left the company (Parijat 2019).

These shakeups were bad enough, but they came at a time when the MEA design team was already frustrated with the Frostbite engine, which had become notoriously difficult to work with. Although the DAI team had built several features Frostbite didn’t yet have—like third-person perspective, squad AI, and inventory systems—many more were yet unrealized, especially for a science fiction game that featured guns instead of high fantasy’s swords and bows. In some ways, combat design was easier for the MEA team than for the Dragon Age team; Frostbite had been created by DICE for EA’s Battlefield series of first-person shooters. In other ways, such as rendering cutscenes and dialogue lip-syncing, Frostbite presented the BioWare Montreal studio with more headaches. As combat and vehicle design progressed smoothly for the MEA team, the game’s narrative lagged behind, largely due to unrealistic expectations of the game’s exploratory scope (Schreier 2017). When longtime ME3 writer Mac Walters was brought in to replace Lehiany, the game’s entire narrative vision changed, over one year after production had already begun.

It didn’t help matters that BioWare’s Edmonton studio was also developing another MMO—an entirely new intellectual property (IP)—which was also lagging in development, once again due to the complexities of DICE’s Frostbite engine. Resources were increasingly diverted to the EA Edmonton office for the new IP—codenamed Dylan (Schreier 2017)—leaving the Montreal studio understaffed. It’s therefore something of a miracle that MEA shipped at all when it did on March 6, 2017, after a six-month release delay. But by then, social media was rife with derisive articles, fan forum discussions, and videos about poor animation quality in MEA. Players with EA Access, the company’s online subscription service, received the game six days in advance. That was more than enough time for the ridicule to become nearly overwhelming. The specter of Mass Effect 3’s ending debacle must have seemed like a lingering curse for the franchise and for the Montreal team. As MEA Montreal scrambled to finish the game through late nights and weekends (Schreier 2017), waves of negative publicity were threatening to subsume the game even before its official launch.

According to Schreier in his 2017 Kotaku exposé on MEA, one of the Montreal studio’s Frostbite problems was caused by the character-creation system, in which the game’s protagonist Ryder could be customized, although not to the detailed and minute extent of DAI’s Inquisitor. Although the Edmonton studio seemed to have ironed out any wrinkles with lip-syncing dialogue animations, the Montreal team couldn’t quite manage it. Most of the social media ridicule about MEA in the six days before the game’s release were specifically about lip-syncing oddities, like wide eyes or characters’ protruding mouths when syncing. Several complaints included references to previously leaked or released game footage, which showed much more sophisticated renders than were in the game’s final release. Although never confirmed, these changes and subsequent difficulties were likely due to the nearly constant BioWare Montreal staffing turnover and shortages.

Much of the criticism directed by social media ridiculers at MEA is unfair, and merely indicative of the mob mentality that pervades fan forums, YouTube, and other social media spaces. There is much to admire about MEA, beginning with the character-creation system. The game’s designers remained consistent with lessons learned about player choice through character customization; Ryder is playable as either a woman or a man, although the character’s name is not changeable. To create more immersive dialogue with NPCs, Ryder’s female name is Sara, and Ryder’s male name is Scott. Beyond that, Sara’s and Scott’s facial appearance can be customized using several prerendered options.
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Figure 7.11 Mass Effect: Andromeda character creation.


But as with most technological innovations, there’s no going back. DAI’s character-creation system was among the most detailed and nuanced ever developed for a DRPG; BioWare was again therefore haunted by its own precedent. Fans complained of not enough options for either Sara or Scott Ryder, even though options would necessarily have to be limited, because Ryder’s sibling appears as an NPC in the game. As with DAII, the player-character’s family members would have to resemble her to maintain a kind of biological verisimilitude in the game. But once players gain a type of choice in DRPGs, that choice becomes an expectation, and nearly always thereafter the expectation becomes a demand.

MEA’s weapon and armor system suffered from both too many options and from Frostbite’s difficulty in coding inventory systems. In its effort to create player choice through dress-up, the MEA team made each of the dozens of in-game weapons customizable. Each armor piece—helmet, chestplate, arms, and legs—was also craftable through a bafflingly confusing system that required both human and alien resources to create. Player choice in attire is therefore something of a convoluted mess in MEA. The Montreal design team had made a classic mistake—more is not necessarily better.
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Figure 7.12. Mass Effect: Andromeda armor


Loot is similarly overcomplicated in MEA. Most loot in the game is in the form of resources gathered during gameplay, and can be subsequently used when crafting weapons, armor, and upgrades for the NOMAD, the game’s vehicle which the player uses to travel in several of the game’s planets. A monetary system exists in MEA through a system of credits, but money is always in short supply during the game, and few merchants are available in either the game’s hub or on planets colonized by Ryder and her team, called Pathfinders. The game’s missions offer few credits (Carter 2017), so players are essentially forced into crafting if they wish to upgrade weapons, armor, and the NOMAD. Carrying resources during story missions is also problematic; the game’s inventory system doesn’t adequately separate resources, so it’s nearly impossible to tell if an inventory item should be used for weapons, armor, or vehicle creation or augmentation. Limited inventory capacities also present difficulties, as players can quickly fill their inventory during missions, thus potentially leaving behind valuable resources.
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Figure 7.13. Mass Effect: Andromeda crafting system


The game’s NPCs also create the feeling that players have done it all before in other BioWare games. Perhaps because the game’s staffing changes most seemed to affect the narrative and story writing, every plot element of MEA feels like a retread of either Mass Effect or of Dragon Age. In MEA, a family escapes a galaxy at war (shades of DAII) but encounters a hostile alien presence en route to finding a new home. Virtually every Mass Effect trope is present in MEA: nearly all the original trilogy’s aliens are present, except for those who were to appear in subsequent DLC (more on that later). Ryder’s crew contains NPCs of some—though not all (again, more on this later)—of the major nonhuman species of the original trilogy, although most seem self-consciously written to be contrasting personalities to NPC squad mates from the first three Mass Effect games. In other words, NPC squad mates in MEA are the same, except they’re different. Hence the problem.

The game also introduces new races indigenous to the Andromeda galaxy. Conflict between races ensues, as Ryder must form alliances to defeat a technologically advanced race of imperialistic invaders with nefarious purposes. Squabbles and positioning for power among the arks as well as the massive starships used to carry Milky Way galaxy races from the Mass Effect trilogy to Andromeda further complicate Ryder’s efforts. Included in MEA’s self-cannibalizing plot are what had become ubiquitous BioWare romance subquests, available for several crew members. In short, much of MEA feels at once like a traditional Mass Effect game and concurrently—or subsequently—derivative. There’s really nothing new at work in MEA—it all feels done before.

Even so, what the Frostbite engine does well—namely combat—shows in the game; combat is fluid, exciting, and intuitive—perhaps the best it’s ever been in a Mass Effect game. Graphic textures are clean, gorgeously colorful, and often breathtakingly beautiful. Despite the relatively minor lip-syncing problems that are noticeable with the shipped game, MEA is beautifully rendered. NPCs through the game are indeed interesting, retaining BioWare’s signature complexity of personalities, motives, goals, jealousies, rivalries, and passions. In sum, MEA is a much better game than its Metacritic aggregate score of 72—up two points from the score of 70 reported by Jason Schreier in his 2017 exposé.

Reasons for MEA’s low score and subsequent lackluster sales are myriad and complicated. The chaotic design process at BioWare Montreal, compounded by similar problems with the new IP development at the Edmonton studios, is visible in the game’s story, which uncovers almost no new territory (despite the all-new galaxy and a few new alien races). The overarching narrative of colonization in MEA is also highly questionable, producing its own share of negative media attention. In the game, aggressive colonization is represented by the Kett, a species—like those including Ryder who arrive from the Milky Way—not native to the Andromeda Galaxy. But while Ryder and her companions wish only for a new home and to live in peace with the galaxy’s indigenous species, the Kett’s motives are genocidal and assimilating—much like the Reapers of the original Mass Effect trilogy. Although Ryder and her crew’s intentions are peaceful, BioWare’s high-profile status nearly ensured that writers would take aim at MEA’s colonialism narrative.

Criticism of that narrative was widespread, varied, and often misguided. For instance, in “Why I’m Giving Mass Effect Andromeda a Hard Pass: It’s More of the Same Colonialism” (2017), Lacina made her decision not to play the game after taking offense at one line in the game’s opening moments. The rest of Lacina’s article aims for a number of targets, among them the history of Western expansion, cultural assimilation and appropriation, and AAA game studies, which Lacina believed “will never offer a critical lens to explore the real consequences of colonialism. It actually shows up more often in video games than you might think” (2017: para. 13). Perhaps in anticipation of the response an opinion article on colonialism in MEA might receive, other writers published under pseudonyms, such as “Fashionably Questionable” in a 2017 Medium article. At least in this case the writer appears to have played the game, and to have enjoyed it at least on an aesthetic level. But the writer’s swipe at BioWare is nevertheless unmistakable:


I think ME:A absolutely a missed opportunity to be an allegory to the current debate of migration in a globalised world. ME:A, in its heart, is a story of migrants: instead of, e.g. crossing the Atlantic into Native American territory in 1600s, or to trek from Syria to Sweden or Germany in 2016, those people ventured into another galaxy, into truly alien territory. But there is simply not enough stories within the game that exposed the moral complexity of migration.


So it wasn’t that the MEA didn’t address the problematic and frequently terrible history of colonialism—it’s that MEA didn’t address it enough. Or with the degree of complexity that the writer might have liked. That criticism is somewhat justified; while the MEA writing team attempted to duplicate BioWare’s narrative history of morally or ethically difficult player choices, often the choices had little consequence on the main story. It’s grasping the obvious that after the ME3 ending controversy, BioWare fans would be vigilant for what they detected as shoehorned emergent narratives. In the Medium article (2017), the writer argued that the choices were too often binary, with “simplistic solutions to a complex problem” (para. 14).

Blackmon (2017), writing about her first twenty hours of gameplay in MEA, adopted a more conciliatory position in favor of the game. Although she referenced Lacina’s criticism and understood Lacina’s position as a Native American, Blackmon offered a different interpretation of the game, as someone who actually played it:


My reaction to Mass Effect was a bit different, and some of the reason for this might be that 1. My cultural connection to colonization is not the same; 2. I was already a huge fan of the Mass Effect series; and 3. The rhetorical scholar in me could not help but to see where the game went after the marketing declared that players were going to have to “Fight for a new home.” I wanted to give BioWare the chance to make me (and other gamers playing) the chance to ask ourselves some incredibly hard questions about our ethical positioning and to see how they rewarded or punished us for those choices (or at the very least give me fodder for much rhetorical analysis). (2017: para. 3)


Blackmon’s hope was never fully realized in MEA. Moral and ethical positioning figures little into the game’s story. After Ryder and her Pathfinder crew discover that the Kett are assimilating other species, Ryder forges alliances with Andromeda natives to defeat the Kett and gain freedom for everyone—newcomers and indigenous—in the galaxy. Not exactly the complex ethical positioning Blackmon hoped for. MEA’s narrative strives for complexity or nuance, but as Schreier (2017) described, a disordered production schedule and personnel resignations and shortages may have contributed to unrealized dreams among MEA’s writing team as well as for the graphic designers. In her article about MEA in Gamasutra, Katherine Cross (2017) concluded with a gentle admonishment regarding BioWare Montreal’s attempts to address the problems of colonialism:


Our mental rubric for space colonization comes, in part, from the definitive template of European colonization on Earth. Andromeda demonstrates clear attempts at challenging and militating with that legacy, but still ends up with a kinder, gentler form of it. (para. 21)

Only when we escape the terra nullius fantasy of colonization can we truly begin to make thoughtful games about the subject. (para. 22)


Despite its ongoing negative publicity and low Metacritic score—the lowest of any BioWare game prior to 2017—EA reported that MEA was a financial success, earning $681 million in sales its first quarter after launch (McKeand 2017). This success seems curious, especially since less than three months after the release of MEA, EA closed BioWare’s Montreal studio, merging it with EA Motive, producer of EA’s highly successful MMO Star Wars: Battlefront (2017). All planned DLC, which were to include events discussed in MEA, were shelved. Effectively, the Mass Effect franchise was finished, at least for the time being. As fans were to later learn, several BioWare Montreal employees were relocated to the Edmonton studio, where the new IP—BioWare’s second foray into MMOs—was experiencing titanic problems of its own. To belabor the metaphor, despite the critical acclaim and financial success of DAI and the apparent success of MEA—studio closing and DLC cancellation evidence to the contrary—BioWare’s ship appeared to be sinking after their seeming inability to recover from the at times vicious social media criticism of Mass Effect 3’s ending and from MEA’s visible production difficulties. That new MMO, into which the studio was investing all its time and resources, would be another torpedo.

A Look Ahead: Fortune’s Fools

Much of BioWare’s development problems with MEA was due to their new MMO, which would debut in 2019. As deadlines loomed, staff from MEA were increasingly moved to the new BioWare MMO, further impeding its development. During that time, Bethesda would also experience its own problems while converting their Fallout franchise to an MMORPG. Curiously, both Bethesda and BioWare had previous success with MMOs. What had changed since SWTOR in 2011 and The Elder Scrolls Online in 2014 were fan demand—for better graphics that would utilize dramatic gains in PC visuals and processing power, and for increased player agency. Bethesda and BioWare’s fans expected the companies’ games to give them significant cocreative license while remaining faithful to what fans had decided were Bethesda and BioWare’s signature game narratives. The burdens would prove difficult for either company to bear. And then almost predictably, CDPR would share the two other company’s fate in angering their fans based on marketing promises.
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The Wheels Fall Off

As the second decade of the 2000s drew to a close, Bethesda and BioWare had both reinvested in the massively multiplayer online game (MMO) market, attempting to create new profit models for the increasingly prohibitive costs of designing single-player games. But game players in 2018 and 2019 were more sophisticated—and more demanding than they had been just a few years earlier. Increasingly powerful hardware and increased competition—in 2018 there were over one hundred active MMOs on the market (MMO Populations 2020)—meant that companies were under more pressure to not only maintain their brand, but also demonstrate why players should invest a monthly fee in their games over dozens of others. Bethesda and BioWare fans would be looking for what they considered the companies’ signature styles. The Elder Scrolls Online and Star Wars: The Old Republic had delivered those styles. Meanwhile, CDPR had established a precedent for unparalleled excellence with The Witcher 3: The Wild Hunt; all three companies’ new intellectual properties (IPs) would have to live up to the reputations the Big Three had cultivated through technical communication practices. None of them would.

Fallout 76—Two Genres Together Are Not Better Than One

Bethesda released Fallout 76 in November 2018 for the personal computer (PC), PS4, and Xbox One. Designed as a prequel to the other games in the Fallout series, the game is set in the year 2102, shortly after a nuclear war has ravaged the planet. The story’s main character begins the game living in a fallout shelter where the best remaining minds have been gathered to develop a plan to reclaim the planet. Eventually, that character must leave the vault as part of what has become known as “Reclamation Day”—the day that reclamation is to begin. He enters a wasteland that is reminiscent of the Road Warrior movies and is tasked with helping to clean up a number of problems associated with the reclamation project and to make contact with possible allies in the wasteland.

At this point, the vault residents have been living within the shelter for twenty-five years, so they have little knowledge of what awaits them on the outside. However, soon after leaving the shelter, the main character is contacted by the Vault Overseer and told that the group has been secretly planning to gain control of a host of nuclear weapons that remain scattered throughout the landscape. However, further investigation quickly reveals that the would-be allies are either under attack by or have been wiped out by legions of the Scorched, a ghoul-like, hive-minded group of monstrous humanoids who have been infected with a plague and are controlled by the Scorchbeasts. The Scorchbeasts are bat-like dragons that live below ground and create huge rifts in the surface as they seek new territory and food sources (humans). Scorchbeasts are the result of biochemical experiments carried out before the war and can be controlled only by securing the nuclear weapons.

Gameplay consists of the character following clues left by the Vault Overseer and interacting with various factions left over from the war in an attempt to locate Scorchbeast nests and to eventually defeat the Scorchbeast Queen. In something of a departure from their previous efforts, Bethesda chose to make Fallout 76 an online multiplayer game. This decision arose from a desire to make Fallout 4 a multiplayer game, but eventually resulted in a new game altogether. Although players are not required to play with others in Fallout 76, they are allowed to play with up to three others on public servers in an open world that director Todd Howard described as four times the size of the Fallout 4. Howard is a long-time game director for Bethesda products including Fallout 4 and The Elder Scrolls: Skyrim. The game’s world is essentially an alternate future of West Virginia, with many real locations, local folklore, and landmarks built in.

However, despite this attention to detail, the game launched to a very mediocre response, poor reviews, and several controversies concerning gameplay glitches, poor storytelling, and a somewhat embarrassing coding error. A bug during the game’s beta test deleted the game from gaming systems, and two months after the game’s release the nuclear codes that allow players to use nuclear weapons suddenly stopped working (Dellinger 2019a). The bug was quickly repaired, but a seemingly endless cycle of problems ensued that significantly damaged the game’s reputation.

Technical Communication, Social Media, and Fallout 76

Immediately apparent from the development cycle of Fallout 76 was that Bethesda’s attempts to listen more closely to their fans. When the game was announced, Bethesda informed players that the game would be an online multiplayer experience. Although the game was never intended to be a massive multiplayer online role-playing game (MMORPG) like The Elder Scrolls Online or Warcraft, many players reacted violently. An online petition asking Bethesda to include a single-player option within the game received thousands of signatures within a day (Ruppert 2018). Predictably, many of the complaints that accompanied the petition dealt with technical aspects of the game and the lack of control over an environment with unknown players running about.

Eventually, a large number of petitions emerged resulting in well over 20,000 signatures. In response, Bethesda issued numerous statements emphasizing that the game could be played as a single player. Although a true “single-player mode” was never added to the game and the game was never envisioned as a single-player game by its designers, Bethesda’s response showed a marked improvement from previous interactions with players. In fact, although having said at 2017’s E3 convention that the company did not like to follow trends set by others, at the 2018 show the company did an about-face by announcing that they would include a “battle royale” mode for players (Heater 2019).

In addition, Bethesda made numerous improvements to visual elements of the game and the way those visual elements were communicated to players. By modifying their creation engine, Bethesda were able to substantially improve lighting and terrain, resulting in what the company claims is sixteen times more accuracy with regard to visual stimuli and a vastly enhanced weather system. In doing so, Fallout 76’s designers were able to visually communicate much more technical detail than they had with Fallout 4. They also improved their Vault-Tec Assisted Targeting System (VATS), first used in Fallout 3, to function as a real-time targeting system rather than the “pause the game and shoot” system that had existed in Interplay’s first two Fallout games. That update was yet another example of Bethesda responding to player complaints about game features. While that improvement did come years after the original complaints about the technical accuracy of the original system, it did show some desire that Bethesda’s executives wanted respond to and include technical information from players into future game designs.

Next, Bethesda updated their SPECIAL system (Strength, Perception, Endurance, Charisma, Intelligence, Agility, and Luck) for player abilities. Players can build upon those abilities by selecting perks, which are enhanced ability skills such as Martial Artist, Animal Friend, or even Professional Drinker. Rather than simply gaining one perk point for each level a player advances, however, as was the case for Fallout 4, the new system awards numerous new perks at varying intervals, allowing for more player agency in shaping a character by aligning perks with the SPECIAL system abilities. Furthermore, the combination of SPECIAL abilities and perks possessed by a character drives the game’s internal Derived Statistics, which control various player abilities such as damage resistance and maximum carry weight. By allowing players to see the link between abilities, perks, and statistical gameplay, Bethesda provided a much more transparent view of the game to players. In doing so, they gave players a newfound sense of technical control through enhanced technical information.
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Figure 8.1. Fallout SPECIAL system abilities.


The system is also card-based, meaning that the new system is more visually interactive and has a different organizational method. It is also vastly expanded. Some 205 separate perks are available within the game, and new cards can be obtained only by combining perk cards of lower rank. Perks can also be shared with team members, and some perk cards are applied to groups. But perhaps the biggest change to Bethesda’s perk system is that perks can be swapped at any time. As different situations arise, players must make choices about which perks they want to engage, allowing yet another layer of technical control and visual information.
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Figure 8.2 Fallout 76 perk cards.


Yet another statistical addition to the game are launch codes, which must be obtained in order to use nuclear weapons to irradiate an area of the map. These codes would be useless, however, if players were not also able to build a radar system and hack into a computer network to expand its range. The game also expands on the crafting system from previous installments of the series, allowing players to craft weapons, armor, medicine, workstations, kitchens, and even small dwellings and camps complete with traps, machine gun turrets, and spotlights using the internal CAMP (Construction and Assembly Mobile Platform) system. The camp then can be moved to almost anywhere—another change from Fallout 4’s bases, which can be crafted but remain stationary. In Fallout 76, camps may be relocated using the familiar Pip Boy system that has been in use since the original Fallout game. The standard Fallout loot system appears again in Fallout 76, in which players are simultaneously making decisions about what to keep, what to leave, and what might be needed later on. Finally, Bethesda introduced a system that would place bounties on the heads of players who killed other players for no reason during online play, which pleased many fans who were worried about online “trolls” ruining their fun (Fingas 2018b).

In sum, all these changes provided an unprecedented level of technical control and information for players by allowing players to communicate about specialized topics within the game. Furthermore, the changes allowed players to control more technical information within the game, and to use more technology within the game. Thus, in terms of technical communication, Fallout 76 is a big leap forward.

Emergent Narrative, Social Media, and Fallout 76

Unfortunately for Fallout 76 players, emergent narrative was not part of the plan for the game. Although the game’s designers provided narrative via other means such as recordings left behind by those who did not escape the nuclear war, Fallout 76’s complete lack of non-player-characters (NPCs) made any truly emergent narrative almost impossible, leading to what Brown (2018) called “an excessively lifeless world.” Brown also predicted that the game’s lifelessness would drive away players who love stories—which it did. This is not unsurprising, as all humans in the game are other players. Not only does playing the game as a single player leave players virtually isolated, but even if they did play as a group member in multiplayer mode, the only narrative players receive is from robots, recordings, and other clues left behind by who died long ago during the nuclear war.

When the game was released, director Todd Howard had described the decision to leave NPCs out of the game as a method for players to create their own narratives while providing the outline of a story through other means. However, players almost immediately revolted against this decision, and as Gach (2018c) explained, they immediately began trying to improve that aspect of the game by role-playing as NPCs themselves. Not surprisingly, the first update produced for the game introduced a few human NPCs, but the patch is a massive 47 GB and does little to change the game other than to fix obvious bugs and bad gameplay.

Other additions to the game did little to help with the lack of emergent narrative. For example, the “battle royale” mode that was released some months after the original backlash to the game pits players against each other but offers little in the way of storytelling. In essence, the mode transformed the game from being a DRPG to an online team shooter. Other technical functions were similar, including the “photo mode” which allows players to pose their characters and take pictures of them with various facial expressions and types of clothes. Those additions, however, did nothing to alleviate the boredom of wandering a wasteland alone with little interaction from NPCs. Although intentionally designed that way as a method for allowing players to create their own narratives, Fallout 76 designers seemed to have forgotten that truly emergent narrative requires interaction with others, not just a changing environment and recordings from a long-dead age. The lack of that emergent narrative is the most significant problem with Fallout 76 and ultimately doomed the game with DRPG fans who had become accustomed to story-driven design.

Furthermore, players who paid $200 for the game’s “Power Armor Edition” were promised a beautiful canvas bag as a reward for their purchase. However, when most of those players received their order, they received a rather cheap nylon bag that tore easily. Predictably, social media sites lit up with complaints and Bethesda found itself in the middle of yet another negative social media blitz. The company responded by claiming that a materials shortage had led to the shipment of the nylon bags (Gach 2018b)—this thoughtless explanation made Bethesda appear both incompetent and deceitful. The bags were eventually replaced, but the damage once again had been done. And again trust with fans was lost. Their nearly seven-month wait for the promised bags that followed led to bad player relations and articles entitled, “Fallout 76 players may finally get their damn collector’s bags” (Jackson 2019) in which the author lamented that she had already written four articles on the subject.

After finally replacing the nylon bags with canvas one, Bethesda also went back into its shell during the initial backlash over the game and stopped communicating with players via social media outlets. On November 27, 2019, Bethesda announced another Fallout 76 patch and apologized for their lack of communication with the gaming community. On December 3, 2019, they announced yet another patch and apologized yet again for not communicating with players enough. On December 11, 2019, Bethesda released yet another patch which was immediately rejected by players who asked them to “unfix” the game (Gach 2018b).

There were other controversies as well. In April, Bethesda quietly introduced a repair kit for armor and weapons that could be purchased only with real money within the game (Lawler 2019). The kit was another in a long line of what players had deemed “pay to win” items introduced into nearly every Bethesda title in recent years, and players took offense at the way the repair kit was introduced. The item was introduced to players via a general update post on the game’s blog and marketed as a method for spending more time “looting and shooting” and less time repairing items. However, no mention of players’ cost for the repair kit cost was made in the post, and Bethesda provided little information regarding what the repair kit actually did. Soon after, Bethesda was hit with a data leak that exposed sensitive player data, including credit card numbers, to other players (Dent 2018). Eventually, the numerous problems associated with the game became so overwhelming that Bethesda promised a free copy of the Fallout Classics Collection to every player who had logged into the Fallout 76 PC version during 2018 (Fingas 2018a). In addition, Bethesda announced a major update called Wastelanders for fall 2019 designed to add NPCs to the game (Alvarez 2019) and essentially make the game much more like the original Fallout series.

In the game, there is a lot to see in Fallout 76 but there isn’t much to interact with. While the wasteland is littered with loot, many players found themselves alone most of the time, with no incentive to work with players they didn’t already know (Mozuch 2018). And when there are no other players or even NPCs involved in quests, those quests quickly lose their meaning. When coupled with the constant bugs that disrupted gameplay, many players quickly lost interest in Fallout 76 (Tran 2018). Declining sales of the game had become so bad by early 2019 that German GameStop stores began offering new copies of the game to anyone who bought a used Xbox One or PS controller (Plunkett 2019). As had become customary by this point, modders immediately began fixing the problems that Bethesda apparently could not (Gach 2018c). Several mods appeared within the first few months of the game’s release, including mods to increase player view, fix poorly designed menu systems, reconfigure inventory problems, and simplify character ability loadouts. While players rejoiced at the improvements made by these mods, they also wondered whether Bethesda would object to them.

The myriad problems that comprised Fallout 76, including the many game crashes that awaited most players, led Tyrrel (2019) in an IGN article to wonder who the game was actually intended for. But it was not simply the bugginess of the game that led to questions like Tyrrel’s. Essentially, Bethesda had tried to combine DRPGs of the past with first-person shooters of the present. The problem with that plan was that Bethesda had simultaneously removed the most important aspects of both. In trying to combine both genres, Bethesda had removed the emergent, NPC story-driven aspects of DRPGs while also eliminating the NPC enemies of a first-person shooter. The results were predictable.

Anthem—BioWare Leaps into the Abyss

Much as Bethesda had done, BioWare’s next release was a multigenre effort including an open world, elements of third-person shooter games, and action reminiscent of games set in other-worldly domains. Released in February 2019, Anthem was also designed to be played by groups of four players (although a single-player mode also existed), just as Fallout 76 had been, and like the Fallout game world, also take place in a world littered with debris from forgotten times. Also much like Fallout 76, Anthem was preceded by a massive marketing campaign that made big promises and failed to deliver on those promises. In effect, Anthem would become a BioWare employee morale shredder. The game was first announced at E3 2014 and Anthem’s first trailer was shown at E3 2017, coincidentally the first E3 to allow gamers to attend.1 Anthem’s marketing campaign was so successful, in fact, that Anthem was the biggest selling game in February 2019 and by the end of the month was the second biggest selling game of the year (Fingas 2019). Given its many problems, all those sales may not have worked in BioWare’s favor. Sales quickly plummeted shortly thereafter.

Game development for Anthem began immediately after the release of Mass Effect 3 under the direct supervision of Casey Hudson, who had been executive producer for the original Mass Effect series. Unlike Fallout 76, Anthem did incorporate many NPCs into the game and featured a more interactive world that could be changed by both natural and unnatural phenomena, thanks to a mysterious energy source on the planet known as the Anthem of Creation.

Players begin the game as “Freelancers” who are charged with exploring the dangerous world away from Fort Tarsis (the Freelancer base of operations on the planet) and protecting humans from the threats of the planet. Players must also unravel the mysteries of both the planet’s energy source and the advanced technological relics left behind by a previous generation of creatures known only as The Shapers. Again, much like Fallout 76, humanity has been decimated. Years of enslavement by another race followed by a rebellion and a natural disaster caused by an attack the city of Freemark have both relegated humanity to a meager existence and created an expanding natural calamity known as the Heart of Rage, an expanding hole of death that threatens to consume everything in the world. The attack that spawned the Heart of Rage was carried out by another groups of humans known as The Dominion, who still seek to take control of the planet and the energy that emanates from it. Players are tasked with handling the monstrous creatures of the world, dealing with the Dominion, and eventually ending the threat posed by the Heart of Rage. In short, Hudson and the Anthem design team plumbed familiar tropes from Mass Effect and Dragon Age, giving them a somewhat different spin. An ancient civilization enshrouded in mystery, a rival faction of powerful humans, and a colossal energy source threatening to destroy all existence: players were well-familiar with these standard BioWare narrative hooks.

Technical Communication and Anthem

The primary technical products within Anthem are exosuits known as Javelins, which provide armor, offensive weapons, and enhanced abilities such as flight, added armor, or extra mobility. All players begin the game with a Ranger suit and can unlock three other suits during the course of gameplay. Each suit is customizable either by collecting loot from the game world or by crafting items to add to the Javelin suits. In addition, players must act in concert with and receive information from Cyphers, psychic assistants who are in tune with the planet’s energy.

Despite the Cyphers’ assistance, technical concepts are so rarely explained in the type of detail DRPG enthusiasts have become accustomed to that the game felt like a simple shooter in an open world. Many upgrade items such as armor and weapons list only a small improvement to gear. In fact, most loot in the game offers only a fractional upgrade from any other loot item; there is a strikingly dull similarity to almost all loot in the game. Loot in Anthem is therefore devoid of any new abilities or intriguing explanations. Each of Javelin’s basic abilities does not really change within the game, and Anthem’s technical interface makes it difficult to understand how players’ statistical advantage is playing out in combat or exploratory missions.

In addition, despite the game’s stellar graphics, character flight in the Javelin suits is terribly confusing. The amount of visual noise on the screen during combat makes discerning relevant technical information nearly impossible. Technical information during gameplay therefore is, as Kain (2019) put it in his review of Anthem, “messy” (para. 3). Weapons are unimaginative and underexplained. Armor is dull and unvaried. Abilities are boringly standard for a DRPG. And there simply is not much technical content to be absorbed from or controlled within the game. Any technical detail that does exist in Anthem is presented in diagonal menus that are more frustrating than informative and the game offer no mini-map for quick reference. The game also has no main character screen, instead forcing players to navigate through a series of inventory menus to see what gear is equipped.

Finally, both the in-game tutorial and core game abilities are woefully underexplained and at times only referenced by obscure symbols on menus (Coldeway 2019b). Even if the menus had been well-designed, there simply is not enough technical content or control over technical information built into Anthem to even call it a DRPG. Anthem is instead an open-world shooter, and is nearly devoid of technically communicative information and devices that have made RPGs and DRPGs enjoyable and immersive. For the company that nearly defined the DRPG and continuously raised the genre’s standards from 1998 to 2014, Anthem often feels like it was made by a design team that can create beautiful game environments but has never played a role-playing game (RPG). It’s at times difficult to believe that Anthem is a BioWare game.

Emergent Narrative, Social Media, and Anthem

Poor presentation of the game’s small amount of technical information was compounded by technical oversights during development. As England (2019) reported, the starter gun for players was the most powerful gun in the game upon its release, a fact quickly noticed by social media users and thereafter widely reported. Like players who had purchased Fallout 76 on or before its release day, Anthem players were met with a giant day-one game patch, designed to fix many of the technical difficulties that still plagued the game (Coldeway 2019a).

General gameplay also does little to remedy Anthem’s technical oversights. As the game’s plot develops, players discover that the only way to survive the Heart of Rage and end its calamity is by discovering a Javelin known as the Javelin of Dawn. The plot then centers on retrieving the legendary suit. However, apart from some interesting history and a brief betrayal by the player’s Cypher, the story that comprises the Anthem experience is underwhelming. DRPG fans who had supported BioWare for years were aghast at the game’s lack of narrative and the lack of meaningful interaction between players and NPCs. Many times during gameplay, NPCs that do exist exhibit emotions that are totally out of context for the situation. At other times the game’s interactive dialogue is confusing or at best adds nothing to the story, resulting in dialogue that Duggan (2019) described existing to “justify the maddening reuse of dull activities during quests like standing on a capture point or fetching items to unlock a door” (para. 4). The resulting narrative is both dull and almost wholly nonemergent.

Bad timing and bad luck did not help Anthem’s development. When the game was presented to attendees at E3 2014, it was touted as a survival game that would challenge players to deal with changing conditions as controlled by BioWare, and by monstrous enemies. The point, of course, to these changing conditions was that survival would be dependent on players’ reactions to an emergent, unpredictable environment. However, in August 2014, Casey Hudson left BioWare and would eventually join Microsoft’s gaming team. After his departure, Anthem’s design team began to struggle with aspects of production that impacted the storyline. David Gaider was assigned to the Anthem team and immediately began to change the narrative direction of the game, which set back development again.

In addition, stress led several Anthem developers to leave BioWare during 2017–18. In his 2019 Kotaku article on Anthem’s problems, Schreier (2019a) paints a picture of a deeply dysfunctional, dissatisfied, and overworked development team. The dysfunctional atmosphere at BioWare was then beset by tragedy when Corey Gaspur, one of the lead designers on the project, died unexpectedly. Seriously behind schedule and facing a revolving door of personnel, Anthem’s project managers began to scale back the narrative scope of the game. At the same time, BioWare was facing external pressure from parent company Electronic Arts (EA), internal divisiveness, and problems with adapting the company’s Frostbite game engine to the original vision of the game (Schreier 2019a).

BioWare had only themselves to blame. While the company had previously been able to save games at the last minute by engaging in long hours as deadlines approached, the “BioWare magic” (Schreier 2019a), as Hudson called it, that had saved them in the past failed to emerge with Anthem. Conditt (2019) explained: “Long-term, mentally torturous, physically ruinous, career-ending crunch is not inherent in the video game development process—it’s a symptom of mismanagement” (para. 9). But once again, BioWare relied on that very strategy to clean up Anthem’s many problems at the last minute.

The resulting game resembles a classic loot shooter more than any of the successful DRPGs that BioWare had produced in the past. And, once again, the demo that was offered to players who preordered the game quickly overloaded EA’s games servers, caused a stream of social media complaints, and resulted in a wave of negative initial publicity. It did not help that EA’s own help system coincidentally crashed, leaving frustrated players with nowhere to turn than to their familiar social media outlets and other players. As Coldeway (2019a) reported, “Considering BioWare and EA knew exactly how many players could be trying to connect today—and those numbers are likely far less than those who will try the open beta or connect on launch day—it’s rather odd that they were seemingly caught so off-guard” (para. 7). While the company publicly maintained its commitment to Anthem via its official social media outlets, its sudden and unexplained drop from the program at the 2019 E3 convention (Amrita 2019) did nothing to calm fears among players and the social media universe.

Still, BioWare had learned one lesson. Instead of ignoring the frosty reception to the game’s release, BioWare personnel were all over social media responding to player’s concerns after its launch (Myers 2019). The company also changed their marketing policies to avoid overpromising game features early in development (Makuch 2019a). BioWare then quickly released a ninety-day improvement plan for the game (Dellinger 2019b)—although those improvements were eventually delayed as well. All of those PR attempts were good ideas in theory and would have saved BioWare a considerable amount of consternation in previous years. But the damage done by Anthem’s rocky release and dissatisfying gameplay was quickly magnified via social media, and the game’s sales dropped sharply after a promising first month. Furthermore, not all companies were believers in BioWare’s commitment. Sony became so embarrassed by the game’s performance on the PS4 console that it offered a no-questions-asked refund to customers (Whalen 2019).

The problems that arose with Anthem should have been predictable. As Gach (2019a) observed regarding BioWare’s previous release, “When BioWare released Mass Effect: Andromeda, it was a rare misstep for the studio. It had the best gunplay in the series and an intriguing simulation of life in a burgeoning space colony, but with an underwhelming plot, botched character animations, and almost no memorable player choices” (para. 7). Anthem does almost nothing to remedy Mass Effect: Andromeda’s (MEA) problems. Once players have entered the main storyline of Anthem, the game quickly devolves into a series of fetching checklists to be accomplished. Instead of an emerging storyline, players repeat similar missions again and again while their only reward for doing so is increased statistical numbers. That type of gameplay is not satisfying. Indeed, a social media survey that garnered over 1,000 responses revealed that over half of the game’s player base had quit the game for good by April 2019—just two months after its release (Avard 2019).

Like MEA, Anthem was an attempt to satisfy both fans of classic, story-driven DRPGs and fans of action-oriented shooter games. Even EA CEO Andrew Wilson admitted as much in interviews after its release (Makuch 2019b). In the end, and as before with Andromeda, the game accomplished neither. BioWare may eventually fix Anthem, but their abandonment of core DRPG principles is what ultimately doomed the game’s first year. As a result, many in the gaming community now feel that the game is doomed. Anthem’s first major update release (“Cataclysm”) was a marked disappointment among gamers and BioWare developers have once again begun to retreat from Anthem’s player base via social media (Messner 2019). It’s not hard to understand why, given the game’s problems, BioWare headed to the bunkers, but BioWare’s executives should know by now that retreat from social media communication only builds resentment. Some gamers and journalists (Wilde 2019) have speculated that high-level decision makers within EA and BioWare knew exactly what a mess the game was but decided to release it anyway to prop up stock prices at the end of the fiscal year. Even if that is true, the game has not improved significantly as of this writing. Ultimately, it matters little if the rumor about Anthem’s launch decision is true or not. The social media world, in which perception can quickly become reality, has decided it is true. In sum, a former BioWare writer who spoke to us on condition of anonymity, said, “Understand that BioWare is no longer the company Ray Muzyka and Greg Zeschuk built.”

Thronebreaker—CDPR Keeps a Hand in the Game

Around the same time that Bethesda and BioWare were struggling with the problems associated with their new titles, CD Projekt Red (CDPR) released Thronebreaker, a prequel to The Witcher series, on October 23, 2018. However, unlike the other two companies, CDPR decided to go in a different direction with their latest game. Rather than release a hybrid RPG/shooter, CDPR created a strategy game set in the Witcher game world. Thus, Thronebreaker would avoid comparison to The Witcher 3’s gargantuan effort. By developing a smaller but separate strategy game, and by utilizing the card game Gwent, a Witcher 3 mini-game seamlessly built into The Witcher 3’s narrative, CDPR was able to produce a new type of game quickly and easily, thus maintaining a degree of revenue stream for the company as it developed its next massive IP, the science fiction DRPG Cyberpunk 2077. Thronebreaker was also relatively inexpensive for CDPR to produce, since the company had been working on improving Gwent as a standalone game throughout 2016–17. By the time of Thronebreaker’s release, the card game element of gameplay was enjoyable in its own right, and is used to simulate combat in Thronebreaker.

Thronebreaker manages to maintain vigorous NPC interaction, emergent storytelling, a new world to explore, and multiple possible endings that are, in fact, dictated by player decisions. While its thirty-hour run time was shorter than most games, the gameplay that does exist in Thronebreaker is satisfying in its own unique way, while maintaining the difficult choices and ethical conundrums that made the previous Witcher games so compelling (Savage 2018). In fact, although Thronebreaker does have a different look and feel than The Witcher trilogy featuring Geralt of Rivia, its card game-based combat is probably the most noticeable difference. Thronebreaker’s environment is considerably smaller than that of Fallout 76 or Anthem, but CDPR was careful not to overhype the game or to make outlandish promises concerning Thronebreaker’s gameplay. In fact, even the game’s trailer differs from those for The Witcher trilogy. Rather than focusing on action sequences and explosions, Thronebreaker’s trailer provides an interesting glimpse into a compelling story.

That story translates into a rich, emergent, and interactive experience within the game. The result was what many considered a nice surprise rather than a disappointing product that did not live up to its marketing materials. Thronebreaker was embraced by reviewers like Hafer (2018) of IGN, who cited the game’s writing and lack of expectations by players as its most ingenious surprises. Thronebreaker was never marketed as a blockbuster massive game expansion, so it was lauded by players and reviewers alike for delivering more than it had promised. It did not deliver blockbuster sales, but those who played the game enjoyed it and CDPR’s reputation was enhanced in social media circles as players await the next big release from the company. It would be a long wait, and once again—a first for CDPR—promises that the company didn’t deliver.

Cyberpunk 2077—The Same Old MistakesPlans for CDPR’s next DRPG had been in place well before The Witcher 3: The Wild Hunt’s release. Deciding that their next game should be as different as possible from Sapkowski’s grimdark medieval fantasy world, Iwiński and Kiciński chose Mike Pondsmith’s tabletop RPG Cyberpunk 2020 and its Dark City game world as the genre and environment for what would be announced in an E3 2013 trailer as Cyberpunk 2077. CDPR even hired Pondsmith as a creative consultant for the game. Bigger and more would again be the motivations for CDPR’s next game; Cyberpunk 2077 would be vastly larger in scope and even more customizable for players than The Witcher 3. At E3 2018, CDPR unveiled the game’s protagonist, V—who could be either a woman or a man and would feature an enormous character-creation process in which players could detail every aspect of V’s in-game avatar.

In August 2018, CDPR released forty-eight minutes of Cyberpunk 2077 gameplay on their web site and on YouTube. Players discovered that while cinematic cutscenes during the game would feature their customized V avatar, gameplay would be in first-person, a change from The Witcher trilogy’s third-person perspective. And true to the cyberpunk subgenre of science fiction,2 the gameplay trailer for Cyberpunk 2077 revealed a violent world where only the cunning, manipulative, and strong survive. Met with nearly universal enthusiasm across the online gaming community Cyberpunk 2077 was scheduled for a November 19, 2020, release date after two delay announcements, and then would be delayed again. CDPR set its final release date, come what may, for December 10, 2020. They should have waited.

Buzz for Cyberpunk 2077 had been constant for over seven years before the game’s launch, further demonstrating CDPR’s marketing ambitions. At E3 2019, the CDPR press conference was launched by the actor Keanu Reeves, who revealed that he would play a major role in the game. Since then, gaming web sites were constant in their reporting of the latest morsels of information trickling out of CDPR regarding Cyberpunk 2077. CDPR also hosted YouTube livestream events highlighting gameplay and character creation; both events have received nearly 800,000 reviews total. In an August 30, 2019, article for Gamepressure.com, Swiatek predicted that the game’s preorder sales would easily surpass those of The Witcher 3, thus poising Cyperpunk 2077 as CDPR’s most profitable game. Just before the game’s launch, Blake (2020) announced that Cyberpunk 2077 had pre-sold 8 million copies; the most ever. The little company from Warsaw, Poland, had placed themselves atop the DRPG world, and had used nearly every tactic to maintain an enormous pre-launch fan base for Cyberpunk 2077. The company had made, however the same technical communication mistakes that had crippled Bethesda and BioWare.

The Cyberpunk 2077 Launch Disaster

Early reviews of Cyberpunk 2077 were for PC only, because CDPR released only the PC version for reviewers. That strategy would foreshadow the problems to come. Reviewers found numerous bugs throughout the game—floating objects and NPCs, screen tearing and clipping, drastic frame rate slowdowns, and game freezes or crashes. These glaring technical errors revealed a game that was far from finished despite three release delays. The signs of trouble at CDPR were there, however. In April 2019, Schreier reported having received a message from a CDPR worker complaining of long overtime hours, six-day work weeks, and “crunch time”—a game industry term for lengthy, unending work schedules—for nearly eighteen months (Schreier 2020a). In September 2020, Schreier (2020b) reported the crunch time, accusing CDPR’s management of reneging on a promise to avoid long hours for their workers. In response, CDPR founder Marcin Iwiński told Schreier via interview that he and senior management would deliver bonuses to the company’s employees after Cyberpunk 2077 launched. Iwiński added, “We are known for treating gamers with respect.” Iwiński said, “I actually would [like] for us to also be known for treating developers with respect” (para. 11). That statement regarding gamers would come back to haunt Iwiński.

Despite the numerous bugs, Cyberpunk 2077 scored a 91/100 on its December 10, 2020 launch day (Metacritic 2020). That score wouldn’t last, however. Just five days later, the score had reduced to 89/100. By December 22, 2020, that Metacritic core would lower to 86/100. In his review for IGN, Marks (2020) praised the game’s sprawling open world of Night City, the enormous number of side quests, and Cyberpunk 2077’s compelling main quest, but noted the numerous, sometimes game-breaking bugs. Marks gave the game a score of 9/10 and an Editor’s Choice, but warned readers that the glitches would be frustratingly numerous. Other reviewers weren’t as generous; many noted the numerous bugs which detracted from the game experience. Many reviewers, rightly or wrongly, focused on those bugs at the expense of the enormous and detailed game world environment of Night City or the game narrative, which was filled with complex branching narratives. Neither achievement mattered in many Cyberpunk 2077 reviews. To make matters worse, those problems with the PC version of the game would be nothing compared to the Xbox One and PS4 versions.

One week after Marks published his review of the PC version of Cyberpunk 2077, Legarie (2020) in his review declared the Xbox One and PS4 iterations to be “simply not in an acceptable state” (para. 5). In his truncated, five-paragraph review of the game, Legarie noted framerate slowdowns that nearly stopped play, frequent crashes which “at best will regularly crash to the system screen on Xbox One; at worst it’ll hard-lock your system and you have to turn it off and on again” (para. 2).

The PS4 and Xbox One versions were in fact so bad at launch that on December 14, 2020, the company’s owners published a message on the CDPR web site apologizing to players for the game’s release state, and offering a refund to console game owners. The CDPR owners pledged a number of significant game updates and patches to fix Cyberpunk 2077’s problems. The gesture was significant, but the attempt at damage control seemed nearly futile. Sony then ensured the gesture was futile, at least for PS4 owners, by refusing to issue refunds for the game (Kovach 2020), until finally relenting and allowing refunds, presumably after realizing how bad the situation was. Microsoft soon followed in allowing refunds for the game. Sony also removed the PS4 version of Cyberpunk 2077 from its online marketplace (Browne 2020).

In his indictment of CDPR, Grubb (2020) stated that “CDPR’s actions appear like it’s willing to drag Sony’s and Microsoft’s reputations down with it. And if that’s true, then it seems obvious to me that it would also risk the reputation of critics in the media” (para. 26). The damage to CDPR’s reputation had been done—symbolized by the PS4 and Xbox One Metacritic score of 55/100 (2020a) and 56/100 (2020b), respectively, for Cyberpunk 2077 (Metacritic 2020). While it is difficult to argue that those reviews are unfair, they are—as is typical of a two-digit number used as an evaluation—wholly inadequate. There is much to admire about Cyberpunk 2077. Night City is stunning in it’s vastness, complexity, and novelty. No two areas are alike. Each region of the city also has its own distinct character, much like the game world environments of The Witcher 3. And like that game, the main quest and side quests of Cyberpunk 2077 are narratively engaging. The quests also explore traditional themes that are traditional in cyberpunk fiction: the merging of humanity and machines—and the idea of humanity itself, the runaway use of technology, a planet ruined by climate change and nearly devoid of natural resource that have been mined to extinction, the dominance of multinational corporations over governments and militaries, wealth distribution in the hands of a small, elite few, and global multicultural fusion. But as 2020 came to a close, almost none of Cyberpunk 2077’s multiple virtues mattered. What did matter was that CDPR management had manipulated the tools of technical communication to deceive their fans. Once again, CDPR made the familiar mistake: big promises, but small delivery.

Looking Ahead for the Big Three

Appearing in the earliest stories of King Arthur, the Siege Perilous3 is the Round Table seat that remains empty; only the best knight in the world, who will one day achieve the Holy Grail, will ever be allowed to sit in it. Not even Sir Lancelot, accounted by his fellow knights as their best, dares attempt to sit in the Siege Perilous. Imagine that there’s an empty seat at the table now during every digital game design meeting. No one talks about it, and everyone pretends—at least for a while—that the chair isn’t there. No matter how much they try not to, every game designer at the meeting keeps glancing at that chair. Waiting with both hope and dread for … something. That empty chair in every game design meeting is the company’s Siege Perilous. And written on the back of the chair, designating its occupant, is one word.

“Fan.”

Digitization has forever changed the relationship between customer and business, buyer and seller, fans and their sources of devotion. In 2000 when Prahalad and Ramaswamy coined the term “cocreation,” they could not have known how prescient they were in predicting the sea change that was rapidly transforming communication around the world. In their 2004 follow-up to the 2000 Harvard Business Review article, Prahalad and Ramaswamy describe this transformation as “personalized consumer experiences” (2004: 5), in which customers are “informed, networked, empowered, and active” (5).

The authors further describe the market as immediate and constantly changing. Value becomes transient and fluid, as consumer feedback, needs, and wants change and are communicating digitally—and as a result nearly instantaneously—to manufacturers. Prahalad and Ramaswamy also warn that “consumers have to learn that cocreation is a two-way street. The risks cannot be one-sided. They must take some responsibility for the risks they consciously accept” (2004: 11). In charting the technical communication practices of Bethesda, BioWare, and CDPR, we have found that design risk has been almost entirely each company’s burden to carry. Beyond the sales price of a digital game, digital role-playing game (DRPG) consumers have risked little. What they have demanded however has grown constant, insistent, and at times cacophonous. As well, the lack of clarity in just how many gamers are making demands remains elusive at best.

Technical communication engages theory and methodology, to track and analyze communicative relationships—the demands and attempts to satisfy those demands—between consumers and manufacturers, between clients and companies, and between players and designers. After twenty years, digital communication is still in its infancy. But no other era in modern history has produced such tsunamic change as the current internet age. As a result, the field of technical communication has rapidly changed with it. Todd (2003) charted a doubling of scholarly articles in technical communication from 1983 to 1985. Over three decades, later, the field has exploded, matching (not coincidentally) with the explosion of the internet. Early in its history as a scholarly field, technical communication concerned itself with single channels. Forms and structures of these single channels were the subject of analysis.

If we have learned anything from this investigation, it is that technical communication has changed. The change is especially apparent in the production of digital products such as games. Technical communication, though always intended to pass along technical information in a form that can be understood by its audience, is now a two-way form of communication. No longer do the creators of digital products create or disseminate that information alone. Consumers can now create information for their own audiences, and have become a vital part of cocreation in digital products. This change in consumer status is largely due to two factors. First, social media, including internet forums, are no longer strictly controlled by the companies creating digital products. Reviews, ideas, and suggestions are now freely shared among consumers whether the product producers like it or not.

Second, the same consumers are now adept at creating products themselves. So, if they are dissatisfied with a product, they can not only modify that product to suit their own desires, but can also explain in the same technical terms used by digital companies why they were dissatisfied in the first place. Thus, those companies can be “called out” and thus conspicuously revealed by their own customers. Therefore, technical communication as a function of simple explanation no longer exists in digital product development. It has instead become a process of negotiation between producer and consumer. And as we have shown, if that negotiation is ignored, technical communication can be used as a means of protest or open revolt. This new relationship between producer and consumer will not change, and technical communication is forever both altered and empowered as a result.

The histories of BioWare, Bethesda, and CDPR games reveal that time and again game companies apparently must constantly relearn how to negotiate with their fans. For example, fans have too often retaught game companies that, as players, they like pleasant surprises and hate overhyped mediocrity. Each company seems to be learning that lesson. While Bethesda and BioWare have been increasingly careful about what they promise, however, inadvertently, through cinematic trailers, CDPR more recently learned that lesson, failing perhaps for the first time to learn from the other companies’ mistakes. It remains to be seen if CDPR’s management and designers will become as reluctant as Bethesda and BioWare’s to engage with players on social media, as they lick their collective wounds and try to get on with the business of fixing the mess they caused with Cyberpunk 2077’s poor release state. They would do well to pull back from their social media blitz, given the toxicity that often pervaded BioWare’s (among others) social media forums (Gach 2019b), and threatens to engulph CDPR after the Cyberpunk 2077 release debacle. Yet, many players still feel that they have every right to be engaged with a game company during the development process and that if their concerns were addressed during production there would be far fewer complaints after a game’s disappointing release.

Those same fans also clamor however for a game’s release, prompting in part the hasty delivery of Anthem, Fallout 76, and Cyberpunk 2077. These game’s launch states indicate a trend among AAA game companies to release their games in a nearly beta state, or what’s euphemistically called in the industry as “early access” status. Pulled in several directions at once by the social media juggernaut, BioWare, Bethesda, and CDPR all ultimately floundered. If CDPR’s history is an indication, they will send patch after patch to repair Cyberpunk 2077. The game may likely exist in a very different state in December 2021 than at the time of its launch in 2020. But fans who post on the internet have very unforgiving memories. Executives and Bethesda and BioWare can attest to that.

The world will never quite be the same for game companies because of the changes brought about by social media, changes in technology, and changes in the ways that players expect technical information to be communicated both within games and during production. The internet’s advent and the instantaneous communication that it affords has forever changed the ways that all companies interact with their customers—not just gaming companies. But the technical sophistication possessed by much of the gaming community has given them an advantage over customers in other industries. Not only can game players create their own communication channels for product discussion, those channels are often more influential than the advertising that companies work so hard to produce. A Metacritic score, for example, carries more weight in the gaming community than any webinar hosted by the production company; social media overexposure from game company executive and designers instead can often harm sales before a game’s general release.

In addition, members of the gaming community are now capable of altering the product like no other consumer constituency, thanks to the modding culture. While it is true that a person can install new tires on or paint a Ford, for example, what modders have done to games is more akin to making a Ford look and perform like a Ferrari. Modders can change the very physical nature of a game, which has created another layer of complexity between game designers and gamers. While it is also true that most gamers neither know how to nor want to mod games, if players become frustrated by what they perceive as a poor cocreative experience, game companies will continue to endure their scorn. And mods will continue to provide what game companies seem unwilling to.

As we have discussed regarding the ending to Mass Effect 3, game companies attempt—publicly and perhaps also within game company culture—to live in both the business and artistic worlds, which historically have never functioned well together. Legally, BioWare had standing because games are copyrighted IP; so the company had an obvious and legal right to do whatever they wanted with the ending to their game. But with Mass Effect 3, BioWare, in their public responses to fans’ complaints, attempted to use the rhetorical position that their game was art, and therefore sacrosanct according to what they must have perceived as the immutably unwritten law of “thou shalt not alter art.” But their advertising campaign specifically promised a cocreative experience with the game’s narrative.

That was a promise that BioWare didn’t deliver, at least according to their fans. BioWare’s executives learned that an invitation to cocreate means negotiated control. And players may have very different ideas than game companies about how much cocreation control players should have. The clash was inevitable. Had BioWare used the situation to create a publicity campaign like “Help us Re-Write Mass Effect 3’s Ending,” the company could have enlisted modders in a cocreation PR stunt to brand themselves as a company that listens to their fans and responds by engaging fans in unprecedented player agency. The company chose a different series of paths, and as of the time of this writing, continue to suffer from Anthem’s problems and increasingly hostile coverage from gaming web sites and fans.

Meanwhile, Bethesda continues to rest on the success of Skyrim, releasing it in several iterations: the Legendary Edition in 2013, containing updates and all three Skyrim DLCs; the Special Edition in 2016, a port of the game for PlayStation 4, Xbox One, and the PC that dramatically improved game resolutions for newer consoles and more powerful PCs than what had been available in 2011; and Skyrim VR in 2017 for the PlayStation 4, which uses first-person virtual reality software.4 In 2017, Bethesda also announced that Skyrim was being redesigned for the Nintendo Switch—the first Bethesda game to be available for a Nintendo system. Having embraced modding for their games, Bethesda continues to ride ongoing sales of Fallout 4 and the Skyrim versions, while updating The Elder Scrolls: Online with new adventures. And at E3 2018, during its press conference, Bethesda announced The Elder Scrolls VI with a thirty-seven-second video trailer that contained only the game’s working title. No cinematic cutscene, no landscape panorama, and no gameplay. But the simple title screen was enough to deliver a standing ovation from the press conference attendees (The Triple S League 2018).

That simple teaser trailer at E3 2018 is indicative of Bethesda’s current marketing practices. Since 2013, the company has developed a tight control over their marketing and PR, while essentially closing their doors to any gaming web site the company believes will deliver negative publicity. For instance, Kotaku, which has been covering games since its inception in 2004, has increased their investigative games journalism over the years, and doesn’t hesitate to criticize game companies for a variety of unethical practices that Kotaku’s writers uncover during their research. Among those writers are Stephen Totilo, Kotaku editor-in-chief; and Jason Schreier, Kotaku news editor. Schreier’s investigations uncovered chaotic game development cycles at BioWare, prompting the company to issue a company memorandum to withhold speaking to journalists (Schreier 2019b).

Bethesda went even further, and much earlier than did BioWare. In 2013, Bethesda blacklisted Kotaku, ostensibly for reporting that Bethesda was working on Fallout 4, but more likely for reporting difficulties the company had when designing Doom (Totilo 2015). According to Schreier, the blacklist is still in effect; Bethesda has completely cut Kotaku off from all company access, including Bethesda’s marketing department (Schreier, personal communication, September 22, 2019).5 Totilo noted that Kotaku was far from the only gaming web site to be ostracized by Bethesda. It seems that just as they always have with their games, Bethesda is using drastic means to control their company’s narrative. But as we have noted throughout this book, fans in the internet era have many ways of deciding for themselves what a company’s narrative will be.

These blacklists may not work the way Bethesda intends; branding for game companies has been radically altered by technological developments. As we have noted, companies once controlled their own image, due to the one-way flow of information that existed during gaming infancy. Now to maintain their status—or at least what a company wishes its status to be perceived as—companies must both create information and respond to information that has been created by their customers, lest they allow those customers to commandeer a company’s brand. Bethesda’s blacklisting calls into question as to whether their efforts at control will achieve any desirable effect, or whether control is possible at all. The fact that so many companies in so many different industries now have entire teams dedicated to the task is a testament to the new truth of branding. In the gaming industry, the very technology that makes gaming possible is now its most effective marketing tool and its most dangerous enemy. While a gaming company’s success hinges on the social diffusion of technology to current and potential fans, its public image is created with the same technology. The collision of those forces has been remarkable.

As for CDPR, the little company in Warsaw Poland had grown in less than fifteen years from two friends who created the Polish version of Baldur’s Gate into the behemoth that rewrote the rules of DRPGs with The Witcher 3: The Wild Hunt, but crashed hard with Cyberpunk 2077. CDPR’s promotion machine was finally unable to maintain their brand as a company of friends who share a unified vision of how to make the best DRPGs possible that provides the most player choices of any game in the industry.

There danger CDPR failed to heed with Cyberpunk 2077exemplifies the risk that all game companies take when attempting to garner increasingly wider audiences. In their efforts at “bigger, more” by creating not just an open world with hundreds of hours of gameplay—what players commonly refer to as “bloat”—CDPR designed for Cyberpunk 2077 claimed they were designing the most robust character creation in DRPG history. CDPR’s publicity machine claimed the games main character, generically named “V,” could be created with dozens of skin tones, hairstyles, facial features, and cybernetic enhancements. Reaching for the lowest common denominator, in Gamesradar (2020) Loveridge devoted inordinate attention in her article on the variety of customizable sexual organs available for V—including none at all. In several paragraphs that border on the fetishistic, Loveridge extolled these options as “the freedom to decide exactly what your V will look like and eventually become” (2020: para. 2). Loveridge then declared that all these anatomical options are “exactly where we need to be for in-game character creation tools. A giant step toward a true reflection of humanity” (2020: para. 6). What CDPR actually delivered with V’s character creation, like much of the rest of the game, fell short of the mark.

The main character V in Cyberpunk 2077 is customizable, with several skin tones, facial shapes, and yes—genetalia—but features significantly less customization than the Inquisitor for BioWare’s Dragon Age: Inquisition (2014). And in fact, the character creation options in Cyberpunk 2077 amount to nearly nothing at all and thus a giant step backward for DRPGs, rendering V an identity cypher. Players spend almost all of the game in first-person mode; V’s physical appearance is therefore nearly meaningless. Thus in attempting to be all things to all players, and appeal to everyone, inclusion in Cyberpunk 2077 became a sort of near-invisibility—V is something of a token character that absolves itself of material connection to the very world CDPR purported to create: a game environment where material connection—both organic and synthetic—is everything. Material nature is the essence of cyberpunk science fiction.6

In addition, Ruberg and Phillips (2018) warn about the dangers of submerging identity, diversity, and inclusion into “instrumentalizing, neoliberal promises of happiness, cultures of cruel optimism, and oversimplified assurances that ‘it gets better’ ” (para. 2). Confronting issues of discrimination, sexism, racism, and xenophobia is rendered infinitely more complex when a player-character lacks a physical representation that casts shadows in the game space on dominant or hostile forces that would act upon the character’s representation. It seems that CDPR, after making a trilogy of games in which the only playable character is a cisgender white European heterosexual male, with Cyberpunk 2077 they have designed a character-creation system in which the player-character can be anything, which amounted to nothing at all. Attempting to appeal to wide audiences through a bewildering number of options in character creation is therefore fraught with as much peril as appealing to only one, narrow demographic—given that the cisgender white male heterosexual demographic remains troublingly dominant in games.

The Cyberpunk 2077 game world of Night City7 is grimy, lawless, rife with graft and corruption, unceasingly profane, and grotesquely violent. While all of those features are common in cyberpunk science fiction, CDPR in Cyberpunk 2077 in effect reached less for complex treatments and discussions of poverty, inequality, and violence, and instead for a game world environment that serves merely to entertain through lowbrow appeal. The same old sexist milieu pervades Cyberpunk as it did in The Witcher series, continuing CDPR’s spotty track record with equality and inclusion. With the occasional exception of the medic Chani in The Witcher (2007), women in that series exist as prizes for Geralt, to be achieved and then cast aside as minor characters. Even Chani and Triss Merigold, the other NPC in the game who operates as a potential long-term (well, for the length of the game, anyway) love interest for Geralt, are nonetheless targets for Geralt’s sexual conquests. While The Witcher 2 (2011) demonstrates improvement in CDPR’s depiction of women characters, it was already a low bar. Female nudity is rife throughout the game, and most women in The Witcher 2 exist only as villains, temptresses, or demons. One particularly disturbing moment in the game occurs late in the game narrative, when a woman NPC is raped to protect the men (including Geralt) for whom she works.

The Witcher 3: The Wild Hunt (2015) improves CDPR’s portrayal of women by significant degrees. Both Triss and Yennefer—Geralt’s two love interests—are complex, intelligent women with their own lives, motivations, and agendas. Several other NPC women in the game are nearly so in Witcher 3—but that didn’t stop CDPR from including innumerable scenes of female nudity in the game, particularly of Triss and Yennefer. Brothels in which women appear to be the only prostitutes and several taverns with women dancing for male amusement are pervasive throughout the game world. CDPR may have taken several positive leaps in its depiction of women through the three Witcher games, but that’s hardly a compliment—it’s analogous to progression from male adolescence to the teen years.

The endemic sexism of The Witcher trilogy can’t be casually dismissed by the game’s quasi-medieval Eastern European world, painstakingly rendered from Andrzej Sapkowski’s setting for his novels. Sapkowski’s world of the Northern Kingdoms is violently misogynistic, so the game is—as the justification might go. But there’s a level of female objectification that CDPR seems to gleefully exploit throughout the Witcher games that are indefensible as any kind of commentary on the status of women. Nor can the entirely white European racial demographics of the Witcher game world, which CDPR makes no attempt to subvert through NPCs of any other race. Even the game’s elves and dwarfs are Caucasian. The point here is that CDPR’s boys club that designed The Witcher trilogy needed to take a substantially greater leap in diversity and inclusion than they did with the Witcher games. That didn’t entirely happen with Cyberpunk 2077.

While Cyberpunk 2077does reach for a much more diverse cast of NPCs and Night City residents, female nudity is prevalent throughout the game, used in objectifying advertisements, in brothels and bars that resemble their counterparts in Witcher 3: The Wild Hunt, and in sex scenes. Regarding race representation in Cyberpunk 2077, anyone other than a Caucasian would be an improvement over Witcher 3—again, the low bar. The media blitz CDPR has issued regarding character creation in the game—with the designers’ emphasis on racial and sexual customization for V—pointed to a concerted effort by CDPR to engage technical communication channels in promoting their company’s awareness evolution in presenting and depicting diversity in their game—an effort that was only marginally successful.

There is much to admire, however, in Cyberpunk 2077. The main quest is complex, engaging, and suffused with pathos. Side quests in the game are as numerous and detailed as they were in Witcher 3. The grand art of storytelling that made Witcher 3 a critical and commercial triumph is fully evident in Cyberpunk 2077. But there’s no denying that the game’s launch was a disaster. Undoubtedly CDPR will repair the PC game and overhaul the console versions with numerous updates and patches. But those updates will take months, while the Metacritic aggregate score for the game continues to drop. That number almost never goes up. Just as Bethesda and BioWare found themselves on the edge of the abyss, so now CDPR stares into the pit. It doesn’t matter how good the narrative is. A game is remembered for its technical success or problems, and even more—perhaps more permanently so—if fans believe they have been deceived by a game company

The negative articles about Cyberpunk 2077 and CDPR were piling up as of mid-December, as this book goes to press. In a scathing indictment of CDPR’s publicity tactics, D’Anastasio (2020) recalled that CDPR’s messaging was fraught with missteps, including a transphobic advertisement used as an in-game billboard (Valens 2020a), and a transphobic joke sent through the company’s Twitter account (Valens 2020b). D’Anastasio recounted how CDPR had refused to provide any PS4 or Xbox One copies of Cyberpunk 2077 to journalists for review; this refusal now seems highly suspicious in light of the game’s unplayability on those consoles. As of December 2020, Cyberpunk 2077 apparently plays well on the next-gen PS5 and Xbox X (Madsen 2020), but the PS4 and Xbox One playability problems have already swamped any positive reviews the game has acquired.

D’Anastasio (2020) recounted about Cyberpunk 2077 the years of “curated previews that inspired breathless ledes like Metro’s “Cyberpunk 2077 may be the best video game ever made” in 2018. A year later, cinematic teasers and short, monitored gameplay sessions led some to suggest that Cyberpunk 2077 should be on top of gamers’ “most wanted” list. In June, CD Projekt Red had reviewers stream the game from a PC the company controlled” (para. 8). CDPR also forced revieweers to sign non-disclosure agreements (NDA) that only CDPR-approved game footage would be used in reviews (D’Anastasio 2020). The NDA cannot be hand-waved as common practice for game companies (it is not), or to protect the integrity of the game’s narrative (which reviewers almost universally do). The circumstances of CDPR’s technical communication add up to the same perception of deceitful practices that fans declare unforgiveable. The little company in Warsaw, Poland, grew very large and in doing so, broke all the rules again—in the all the worst ways.

Conclusion—The Future of DRPGs and Technical Communication

All three companies we have profiled in this book continue in their often-desperate quest to capture in DRPGs the classic elements of tabletop role-playing. Character creation, attire, loot, and interesting NPCs still drive the DRPG, and will likely always do so. What made games like Dungeons and Dragons (D&D) so popular was the breadth of the world and the enormity of experience that could be generated within those worlds. Players were limited only be their imaginations. Players are still searching to expand the limits of their imagination in gaming worlds. Among all the games we have analyzed in this book, Skyrim has most provided that outlet for players’ imaginations. On the Skyrim and Skyrim Special Edition Nexus, modders have created new adventures, new game world regions, innumerable attires, weapons, and armors, vast amounts of loot, and thousands of NPCs—many of which are fully voiced by both professional and amateur voice actors. Players have recreated and redesigned Skyrim with the company’s blessing. Bethesda may have shut out gaming journalists, but they have opened their worlds to their players. That is an interesting—and potentially volatile—cocktail.

A gaming company can attempt to control its brand. It can offer cocreation opportunities for fans. And it can include complex and intricate character creation, dozens of attire options, loads of loot, and a world filled with interesting NPCs. A game may contain all those elements, and still not achieve success with critics or players. BioWare’s executives apparently believed that an MMO is all about attire; what players really want is to trick out their characters with weapons and armor. But in focusing on the game’s Javelin suits, BioWare neglected all the other elements of a successful DRPG. And perhaps most egregiously, BioWare neglected their game’s narrative—the primary element of their games for which the company was most known and most highly praised. Maybe if BioWare’s Anthem team had reread the 1978 D&D Player’s Handbook and Dungeon Masters Guide, they might have been reminded about what players have always wanted in an RPG experience.

Inexplicably, Bethesda made similar mistakes with Fallout 76. The game has NPCs, but not interesting ones. Any interaction players engage in the game is of a peculiar and limited kind in Fallout 76, existing only as recordings from the past. The resulting lack of narrative—and especially emergent narrative based on player decisions—is enough to dishearten any DRPG fan. By contrast, CDPR’s publicity machine for Cyberpunk 2077 has focused on player choice in the game. Gaming web sites, shut out of BioWare and Bethesda, have turned to companies like CDPR who maintain cooperative relationships with them. In a 2019 article for Gamerant, Hara was effusive in praise of CDPR, who “has been generous in sharing tons of information as to what players can expect in the upcoming game” (para. 1). In an interview with Marcin Blacha, story director for Cyberpunk 2077, Hara reported that CDPR wants players to have freedom throughout the game—in the story, in character creation, in attire, and in choices about with which NPCs to engage. There was almost no chance that CDPR could live up to those lofty promises, and they didn’t. The bigger the PR and social media hype machine, the greater the fall—that is apparently the moral for this history of the Big Three.

Meanwhile, Bethesda and BioWare continue to struggle in their newest IPs with the illusion of choice that they have—wittingly or not—included in Fallout 76 and Anthem. The message from players is loud and clear: they want control without restraints, combined with choices that are complex and thoughtful. They want to invest in a game through character creation and enliven the game through diverse choices in attire and loot. And they want gaming worlds to be interactive through NPCs who are psychologically complex and self-motivated.

As if in response to these desires, in December 2018 BioWare released a one-minute teaser trailer for Dragon Age 4—although no game title was revealed during the trailer. Featuring the voice of Dragon Age: Inquisition’s NPC companion Solace—who plays an enigmatic role in the game—the trailer’s intent was obvious. Since then, BioWare’s Mark Darrah, one of the few remaining members of the original Dragon Age design team, occasionally on his Twitter account sent cryptic messages about a new Dragon Age game. And a month earlier on November 7, 2018, what BioWare calls “N7 Day” in reference to the military designation of Mass Effect’s Commander Shepard, Casey Hudson—who returned to BioWare as general manager in 2017—appeared in a BioWare advertisement about the company’s future. During the segment, Hudson sipped coffee from an “N7” mug. And Mass Effect fans lit up discussion boards.

Perhaps BioWare can right the ship by returning to Dragon Age and reclaiming Mass Effect. The company has announced that Dragon Age 4 is in development, although Mark Darrah offered no details beyond a trailer released for Gamescom 2020 on August 27 of that year. The video includes stills of concept art for the game, but features on introductions of BioWare staff who are working on the game. The trailer is brilliantly shrewd; after their series of PR nightmares with the Mass Effect series and Anthem, BioWare uses the trailer to humanize the company. The trailer promotes a BioWare staff that is unified, passionate about their craft, and committed to its success—precisely the image BioWare needs in 2020.

Meanwhile, BioWare continued to struggle with its image. Anthem is in redevelopment, according to an announcement on February 10, 2020, by BioWare general manager Casey Hudson on the BioWare web site (Hudson 2020a). Nothing has yet materialized as of December 2020 regarding an update, reboot, or so much as a patch for Anthem. Meanwhile, on November 7—“N7 Day”—2020, BioWare announced the Mass Effect Legendary Edition, a remaster of all three Mass Effect games, to be release in spring 2021. BioWare also released another Dragon Age trailer during the Game Awards 2020 on December 10, nearly eclipsing publicity for the Cyberpunk 2077 launch. The timing was undoubtedly not coincidental.

Despite these announcements, both Casey Hudson (2020b) and Mark Darrah (2020) announced their retirement from BioWare on December 3, a week before the new Dragon Age trailer launched. The two creative forces behind Mass Effect and Dragon Age are therefore now absent from those franchises’ next developments, In fact, nearly all of the creative team for both Mass Effect are no longer with the company—Hudson, Darrah, Mike Laidlaw, David Gaider, and Drew Karpyshyn have all departed. But a core remains for both franchises. Mac Walters and Luke Kristjanson have been with Mass Effect since the first game in 2007, and the Dragon Age writing team is now headed by Patrick Weekes and Sheryl Chee, who have worked on that franchise since its beginning. Still, without Hudson and Darrah it’s difficult to see where BioWare will be headed.

Maybe Bethesda will out-Skyrim themselves with The Elder Scrolls VI, and retain the open spaces for modding that made Skyrim arguably gaming’s most beloved fantasy DRPG. But each one of the Big Three stands on the edge as 2020 reaches its end. Bethesda, BioWare and CDPR all face uncertain futures. The power to ultimately decide those futures will be with DRPG fans.

That power means a new type of communication control based on cocreation. Fans’ ability to provide instantaneous and constant feedback, to crowdsource, and to demand their entertainment preferences has led to not only the confrontations and stand-offs we’ve described in this book, but also to a paradigm shift in gaming communication. Developers must now concern themselves with communicating within games, about games, and with customers. None of those concerns was true even ten years ago. That shift means that game content, marketing, and public relations are forever changed as a result of changes in technical communication. Will Rogers once said, “You know, everyone’s ignorant, just on different subjects” (1924: 2). What if, in digital gaming at least, that’s not true anymore? Players are more informed, more motivated to engage game designers, and more active in voicing their choices. The productive value of that communication engagement and activity will, as we have shown, depend on the willingness of game companies and game players to cooperate if they are going to cocreate. The future of digital gaming will depend on it.
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Notes

Introduction: RPGs and the Explosion of Technical Content

1Throughout this book, we will use the full term “player-character” or “avatar” to refer to RPG in-game characters. The acronym “PC” is used in various media to connote both “player-character” and “personal computers,” so we will use the full term to avoid confusion.

2The now-standard term when referring to game companies is as “developers.” Many individuals contribute to games from the time of concept to when the game is launched. Since “developer” tends to be a generic term to refer to all members of a game company, we have throughout this book instead used the term “designer” when referring to those individuals who actually create the game.

3For purposes of clarity and conciseness, we will use the feminine pronoun rather than plurals or “she or he” variations.

4Among the earliest mods, or fan-created game modifications to Skyrim, Takahashi’s “Interesting NPCs” has been downloaded over 10,000,000 times by Skyrim players. Updated, refined, and embellished with an increasing array of NPCs, “Interesting NPCs” as of 2019 contained over 250 full-voiced NPCs and more than 50 side quests that players may complete in the game (Takahashi 2019).

1   Birth of the DRPG

1Throughout this book, we will use NPC to refer to in-game characters controlled by the game’s artificial intelligence. To denote characters controlled by the player, we will use the term “player-character.” Since the commonly used acronym for player-character is “PC,” which is also a common acronym for “personal computer” to avoid confusion we will use the full term “player-character,” and the acronym “PC” to refer only to personal computers.

2An open-world games allow players to explore the game’s virtual environment, unrestricted by procedures that require entrance and exits of a game’s environment only when dictated by the game’s narrative. Open-world games are nearly as old as DRPGs themselves; the first truly open-world game was Nintendo’s The Legend of Zelda (1986).

2   New Century, New Technologies, New Challenges

1Intellectual Property (IP): according to the World Trade Organization, “intellectual property rights are the rights given to persons over the creations of their minds” (para. 1).

2For the remainder of this book, we will use feminine pronoun to refer to players or player-characters.

3“Avatar” is the term commonly used in game studies to refer to the player-character’s digital image in a game world environment.

4Both “pen and paper” and “tabletop” refer to traditional RPGs like D&D, where players typically sit together at a table for gameplay and use pens or pencils and paper to record and keep track of their character’s skills and abilities.

5E3, the Electronic Entertainment Expo, was launched in 1995 by the Entertainment Software Association (ESA) at the Los Angeles Convention Center, where it continues to be housed. For twenty-two years, E3 was available only for game companies and members of the press. In 2017, E3 opened its doors to game players and fans, but has limited those tickets to a total of 15,000 over the three-day event.

6The original D&D manuals used terms from Tolkien’s novels, but in a story widely circulated but unverified (and thus perhaps apocryphal), subsequent editions removed names copyrighted by the Tolkien estate upon threat of lawsuit. For instance, the word “hobbit” was first used by Gygax and Arneson to represent a playable character race in the game that was almost identical to Tolkien’s hobbits, but in the 1978 editions of D&D, “hobbit” was replaced by “halfling.”

3   Crowdsourcing—The Game Changer

1“Wuxia,” meaning “martial heroes” in Chinese, is a form of fantasy fiction that has extended to nearly all storytelling genres. Wuxia stories traditionally involve martial arts, with fighters’ skills often bordering on or fully venturing into the fantastic.

4   At the Top of Their Games

1“Grimdark” refers to a subgenre of fantasy fiction which subverts traditional fantasy tropes of good versus evil, the hero’s monomyth, and presence of the metaphysical. The word originates as an amalgam from Rick and Jason Priestley’s tabletop miniatures wargame Warhammer 40,000. The game’s subtitle is “In the grim darkness of the far future, there is only war” (Warhammer 40,000 1987). Grimdark seems to be appropriated in fantasy as its authors’ answer to science fiction dystopias, with which grimdark fantasy shares many similarities. In grimdark fantasy, characters are often not wholly good or evil; their natures shift as circumstances or events dictate. Therefore, the traditional fantasy battle between good and evil becomes blurred, as neither side seems entirely justified or completely despicable. In addition, grimdark fantasy either features a godless world or one in which deities are at best apathetic to the lives of mortals. In this way, grimdark also bears resemblance and owes much of its inspiration to classical myths.

2According to the Gunn Center for the Study of Science Fiction at the University of Kansas, science fiction is the “the literature of the human species encountering change, and the literature of ideas and philosophy” (Gunn Center 2020: para. 3). In fantasy, authors don’t need to explain how or why something works. Magic exists. Dragons are real. Gunpowder isn’t. The end. A burden of physics, however, weighs heavily on the science fiction genre. Whether specifically mentioned by the Gunn Center, or by any other definer of the genre, technology matters in science fiction. Plausibility and authenticity both play roles, however shaky. Conjecturally, when choosing a literary genre for a game, medieval fantasy—which has centuries of models, variations, and forms—, lends itself easily to simplicity, and doesn’t require too much in the way of physics. Not a difficult choice for a game designer, all things considered.Still, planets and spaceships do not necessarily make a science fiction story make. Perhaps the best-known example, Star Wars, by any reasonable definition is fantasy. Joseph Campbell’s monomyth (hero’s journey) from The Hero with a Thousand Faces (1949), the battle of good versus evil, and the metaphysical (deities, magic, etc.), are all in obvious abundance throughout the Star Wars franchise. Fuzzy notions of midichlorians aside, it’s irrelevant what The Force really is or how it works. And it’s not necessary to understand the physics of hyperspace travel or light sabers. They work in Star Wars. Space magic.

3A lifetime project, J. R. R. Tolkien’s Middle-Earth novels The Hobbit (1937) and The Lord of the Rings (published in three volumes from 1954 to 1956) established visual and characterization standards for dwarfs, elves, orcs, and many other fantasy races. Drawing on classical, Norse, Germanic, and Celtic folktales and mythology, Tolkien’s fantasy races have become indelible within the genre. It seems as though nearly every fantasy writer must reconcile, through wholesale adoption, adaptation, or outright rejection, Tolkien’s burgeoning legacy.

4Thedas—(The) (D)ragon(A)ge (S)etting—was coined by David Gaider when creating the Dragon Age game world (World of Thedas, Volume I).

5Hereafter, the player-character in Dragon Age: Origins will be referred to as the “player-Warden.”

6Coined in 1982 by the literary theorist Gérard Genette in Palimpsests: Literature in the Second Degree as other material which surrounds and influences the creation of a literary work.

5   A Cocreative Game World, for Better or for Worse

1BioWare did release eleven alternate armors and weapons for Shepard through downloadable content (DLC) during 2010–11. While the weapons are usable by Shepard or her squadmates, the armor in these DLC packs is usable only by Shepard. Two alternate appearance packs for squadmates were released on March 23, 2010, and February 8, 2011 (Mass Effect Wiki 2017).

2Lankoski and Björk (2007) list ten design choices for NPCs that create believable characters in digital games: Awareness of Surrounding, Visual Body Damage, Dissectible Bodies, Initiative, Own Agenda, Sense of Self, Emotional Attachment, Contextual Conversational Responses, Goal-Driven Personal Development and Open Destiny.

6   The Social Media Imperium

1Sections of the following chapter were reprinted by written permission of Taylor & Francis from Reardon, Wright, and Malone (2017).

2Eve Online (2003) by CCP Games, located in Reykjavik, Iceland; Perfect World (2004), an MMO created Human Software Corp in Beijing, China; and Champions Online (2009) by Cryptic Studios in Los Gatos, California, all feature more options for character creation than The Elder Scrolls Online,

7   Bigger, More, Better

1CDPR used Sapkowski’s invention that witchers used steel swords for fighting organic creatures, and silver swords for fighting magical ones. While in the novels Geralt normally wears only his steel sword, in CDPR’s games Geralt wears both swords strapped to his back—a look that became iconic for his character.

2Orsimer [orcs] in The Elder Scrolls are not the evil Tolkienesque minions of evil, but instead are a society of people from the mountainous regions of the Elder Scrolls human empire game world.

3In Skyrim’s somewhat clumsy marriage system, the player-character must travel to the city of Riften, then complete side quests for the high priest at the temple of Mara, the goddess of love. Once the side quests are completed, the high priest gives the player-character an Amulet of Mara which, when worn by the player-character’s avatar, will add a dialogue option that allows the player-character to propose to any marriageable NPC. Not all NPCs in the game are marriage-eligible, however, and some must have side quests completed for them which will raise the NPCs hidden approval rating of the player-character.

4In Chapter 5, we detailed the myriad problems with Mass Effect 3’s ending; the multiplayer effect on EMS in the single-player game was merely the tip of the iceberg. The “best” ending, achieved by the highest possible EMS rating and the player’s choice to destroy the Reapers rather than control them or create all live as a organic/synthetic hybrids, provides a brief cutscene of an N7 chestplate armor, which barely heaves as if its wearer had life. Presumably, that wearer is Commander Shepard.

8   The Wheels Fall Off

1Beginning in 2017, E3 sold 15,000 entrance passes to game fans and players. The showroom halls are kept open for press, media, and VIP pass holders until 2 p.m. each day of the expo, at which time players and fans are allowed entrance.

2Cyberpunk, a term coined by Bruce Bethke in his 1980 short story “Cyberpunk” and popularized by authors such as Philip K. Dick and William Gibson, is characterized by a dystopian world where technology has integrated itself so completely into human existence that it is often difficult in cyberpunk stories to differentiate the real from the virtual. For instance, in William Gibson’s 1984 novel Neuromancer, individuals can plug themselves in to virtual environments through a cable attached to a port located at the back of a person’s neck. This process, called “jacking in,” is only one way that technology had become literally infused into people’s bodies. Cybernetics and bionics are common in cyberpunk stories, where body parts are frequently augmented with synthetic replacements or augmentations. Also in cyberpunk stories, social and environmental problems are exacerbated. In Gibson’s “Winter Market,” mountains of garbage called “gomi” disrupt city landscapes, called “sprawls.” In Neuromancer, the Atlanta sprawl stretches from Georgia into the US northwest. Social inequality is also at extreme levels, with the vast majority of the population scratching out a living in the sprawls while wealthy and powerful elites remain aloof, high above the city in towering skyscraper buildings.

3French, siège, meaning “seat.” In Robert de Boron’s circa thirteenth-century Merlin, the siege represents the apostle Judas, betrayer of Jesus, and so remains unfilled at the Round Table. The Siege Perilous acquires murderous powers in Gerbert de Montreuil’s continuation of the Percival story and in the twelfth-century Lancelot-Grail Cycle. In Lancelot-Grail, the Siege Perilous is reserved for the Grail Knight, an unnamed individual who will achieve the Holy Grail, or cup used at the Last Supper by Jesus. Sir Thomas Malory adopts the Lancelot-Grail version of the Siege Perilous in his Works, published first in 1485 as Le Morte d’Arthur. In Malory’s version, Merlin warns Arthur and his knights that anyone other than the Grail Knight who attempts to sit in the Siege Perilous would be destroyed.

4Skyrim VR supports HTC Vive and Oculus Rift virtual reality software for the PS4. The PC version supports Microsoft Mixed Reality headsets.

5In an email message (cited by permission), Jason Schreier verified Bethesda’s ongoing blacklist of Kotaku.

6Originating in the 1960s and analogous to the countercultural movement of that era, cyberpunk science fiction takes its name from a 1980 short story by Bruce Bethke. Its origins are nearly two decades earlier with Philip K. Dick, Michael Moorcock, William Gibson, Robert Heinlein, and Harlan Ellison. Cyberpunk science fiction is most often characterized by a near-future world in which corporations have largely replaced governments, wealth is concentrated in the hands of a few, and the rest of humanity ekes out a living in enormous cities (Gibson calls them “sprawls”) that stretch for thousands of miles. Cybernetic enhancements are common, crime is rampant, and escape in the form of exotic drugs or “jacking in” (another Gibson term) to cyberspace are ubiquitous. In many ways, cyberpunk science fiction is a near-cousin to apocalyptic science fiction. It’s just that in cyberpunk, the world is merely diseased, not yet dead.

7Night City is the name of Mike Pondsmith’s game world for Cyberpunk 2020, the tabletop RPG on which Cyberpunk 2077 is based. Pondsmith also served as a creative consultant in the production of Cyberpunk 2077. In 2020, Pondsmith’s company R. Talsorian Games published Cyberpunk Red, an updated version of Cyberpunk 2020 and based partly on the CDPR digital game. In 2018, the company had also published The Witcher Role Playing Game tabletop RPG, based on Andrzej Sapkowski’s novels and CDPR’s games.
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