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ABSTRACT

A growing number of digital games and virtual worlds allow users to create a virtual self,
commonly referred to aavataa s a digial entitawhictdis Es s
controlled by the user to attain agency within the virtual world. Avatars are visually
customized by users via interfaces, referred to within the body of this work as Character
Creation Interfaces (CCIs).

CCls are ofterframed as tools that are utilized by players to create a desired
avatar. In other words, the popular approach is one that is anthropocentric in nature and
neglects to take into account the ways in which interfaiferdances- the action
possibilitiesafforded by an artifact potentially constrairour interactions with themn
my dissertation, | argue th&Cls co-construct avatarsith players. | mobilize Actor
Network Theory in order to fposition these interfaces as actors, rather than benign tools
in digitakvisual selfrepresentational practices.

In order to investigate the interfaegactor | present an analytical framework: the
Avatar Affordances Framework, and apply this framework toCXDs in order to
systematically study their affordances.the second phase of this investigatior,esgnt
data on two user studies: the first, a withibjects study investigating self
representational practices in the Massivdyitiplayer-OnlneGame (MMOG)RIft (n =
39), the other, a betweanbjects studpf selfrepresentational practices on the Nintendo
WiiU console'sMiiCreator (n = 24). Results of these two studies are presented alongside

analytical data derived from both interfaces via the Avatar Affordances Framework in

e



order to illustrate how inteste affordances are negotiated by playarénal study, an
autoethnographic chapter, situates myself within the dissertation as both a researcher and
user of the technology, addressing how my own experiences with these games, and my
own selfrepresentatinal practices, have come to shape this research.

Data fromthe aforementioned studigss then utilized in order to generate a list
of best practices for game developers. To dateh documentation is absent from game
design literaturelt is my hope thaathe practices outlined herein help developers make
design choices that invite opportunities for identity play without simultaneously creating

socially exclusive spaces.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

A growing number of digital games and virtual worlds allesersto ceate a virtual self
commonly referr edhetword avagar i borrooved Virant e Hindi
language, referring to the physiagahnifestation of a god or deifi{Hugh Partrige, 2005;
Matchett, 2001)The term is most often associated with the Hindu deity Vishnu, who was
known to have takenmonumerous formdn digital games and virtual worlds, an avatar is
the virtualphysical manifestation of the user within the game world. Essentially, the
avatar is a digital body which is controlled by the user to attain agency within the virtual
world. For many, the avatar is more than a visual representati@elffit is a vessel
through which one projects oneself and develops an online idemtigrefore, the
creation and customization ain avatar is considered a very meaningfuiocess
(Bessiere, Seay, & Kiesler, 2007)

Avatar customization options are typically presented to users via graphical user
interfaces, redfrred to withinthis work asCharacter Creation Interfaces or CClhe
guantity and quality of customizatimptions varies greatly from game to game, as does
the presentation of these optiofe topic ofavatar customization has been widely
studied but work in this area is largely anthropocentric, offering critique on avatar
customization in the context afser choice without taking interface affordances into
account(e.g., seeDucheneaut, Wen, Yee, & Wadley, 2009; Kafai, Fields, & Cook,

2010a, 2010b; Carman Neustaedter & Fedorovskaya, 2008; N. Yee, Ducheneaut, Yao, &
1



Nelson, 2011) CCls are often framed as tools that are utilized by players to create a
desired avatar. In other words, the popular approach is one that is anthropocentric in
nature and neglects to take into account the ways in which interface affordahees
action possibilities afforded by an artifacpotentially constrain our interactions with
them.Avatar customization is not only mediated by these interfaces, but also constrained
by them. Therefore, setbpresentation via avatar customization rbaylimited by the
interface affordances, or "action possibilities" of a given interface. Often, these
affordances constrain se#presentation in such a way that it is impossible for users to
create representaeé avatars. This phenomenon, identified sasial exclusion(Pace,
Houssian, & McArthur, 2009) describes the processes by which minorities or
communities of people are systematicatharginalized(Silver, 19944; J. Yee, 2005;
Young, 2000) My research examines the tension between interface affordances and self
representational practices in digital games.

In many cases, these interfaces are capable of producing millionsraftagons:
combinations of feature choices resulting in a customized, unique avatar body.
Customizing one's avatar is one (early) component of creating an identity in online
environmentsThe pragmatics of avatar customization induces a meaningful reldapons
between user and avatar from the start.

Research on identity formation in online environments draws from earlier work
on identity in MulttUser Dungeons (MUDs), mulplayer virtual worlds that are

traditionally textbased. In these spaces, virtualdies" were crafted entirely in text, and



in a very literal sense, identities were "authored" by the users. Research on MUDs
highlighted identity performance and identity play in online settings, including the trying
out of multiple and othesselves, thoseenvironments afforded (e.g. Berman &
Bruckman, 2001; Bruckman, 1992). Users had complete control over nearly all aspects of
their virtual selves, including their gender. Players could choose to be gendered; gender
neutral,andbr gendetplural (Bruckman, 1996; Reid, 1996)

With the shift from textual environments to graphical 2D and 3D games, virtual
identities were no longer authored by players but produced by gamaetssigvery
piece of these worlds is manufactured for consumption. Textual bbdes been
replaced by graphical ones, each with a finite number of customization options that are
mediated by a user interfac&oday, payers are generally able to customitese
'bodies, but are limited with regard to what features they customizettandlegree to
which these features can be manipulated. For example, play®vertd of Warcraftare
able to modify the hair colour or skin colour of their avatar by selectiregof many
prefabricated options, but are not able to create their own colours or to modify the
existing options.

Studies of virtual games and virtual environments by Neustaedter and
Fedorovskayd2008) Ducheneaut et a(2009) and Kafai et al(2010b)focus on the
kinds of "bodies" and identities users craft in 3D games and social virtual worlds, such as
Second Lifeor Whyville In each of these three papers, the authors focus on the choices

users makén customizing their avatars and hadentity fidelity (how "accurately” they



represent themselves via avatar appearance) contributes to an understanding of the
pragmatics of selfepresentation online. In these papers, and others like them, avatar
creation interfaces are presented as benign tools that help usats areonline identity.
These papers are often methodologically centred on aswfsrely on selfeporting
methods from surveys

Those studies which do involve interface analysis relyadhoc or discursive
methods, which are effective at providing meaningful data about one specific game, but
fail to provide meaningful data that can be compared between different ¢@aoreslvo,
2003a, 2003b; Higgin, 2@0 Kafai, et al., 2010a; Pace, et al., 20@)e popular method
involves counting the number of customization options available to players in order to
illustrate the disparity in representational possibilities between different avatars within
the same gae (Consalvo, 2003b; Pace, 200&or example, Consalvo counted the
number of "head" options availableTine Simsand was able to quantifiably demonstrate
the number of choices available by etlity, as there were considerably more options
available for light skinne@imsthan there were for dark skinn&#ns(Consalvo, 2003b)
Others have proged detailed discursive accounts of the quality and quantity of
customization options present in character creation interfaces, but these works fall short
at providing a systematic method by which to account for the action possibilities or
affordances of diverse set of character creation interfa¢#iggin, 2009; Kafai, et al.,

2010a) Additionally, the absence of any empirical user data makes it difficult to



speculate how these affordances aegotiated by player§Consalvo, 2003b; Higgin,
2009)

My work contributes to thé&urgeoningarea of research on avatar custatian
through amixed-methodsor mult-methodologicakxploration ofthe effects of interface
affordances on setepresentational practicel the following sections, | situate the
research within the field of humaomputer interaction (HCI), presert detailed
explanation of character creation interfacas)ine my research questions aptesent an

overview of this dissertation.

1.1 Human-Computer Interfaces/Interaction

While this work was explored within a communications and cultural studies context, the
work is also influenced by the fieldf dhumanrcompuer interaction KICI). It is a
multidisciplinary field which is largely concerned with the study and design of interfaces,
and more importantly, studying the interactions that occur between humans and
computers. HCI represents the intersection of a nunioiezlds, most notably computer
science and behavioural science.

While the term HCI is commonly used to describe this interdisciplinary field, it
has also been referred to as comphtenan interaction, or CHI. So which is it? Are
humans interacting witthe computers, or are computers interacting with humans? In the
introductory chapter to his text on Hum&@omputer Interaction, MacKenzie describes a
shift in computing, occurring gradually from the 1940s to the 1980s, with the notable

emergence of personaomputing (MacKenzie, 2013) Prior to the 1970s, computers
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were largely used by computer engineers and scientists. Interaction design was not
necessary as a research paradigm, since those using the computers were likely the same
people who would have wtén the user manual§hus, the field of HCI is said to have
emerged to better understand how interface design could be studied to accommodate a
more diverse user populatig8hneiderman, 1999)

The most notable conference in the field of HCI is tlssdtiation folComputing
Machiney's Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems (CHI). The first CHI
conference was held @aithersburg, Maryland, US in 198Phe annual CHI conference
is an international event that attracts a number of researchers and practitioners from
academia iad industry alike, and boasts a competitive acceptance rate for full papers.
Despite the fact that the field is more commonly referred to as(H@harComputer
Interaction) the ACM's conference has continued to use the abbreviation CHI
(ComputerHuman Inieraction),to represent its annual conference. It would seem then,
that perhaps in the field's early beginnings, researchers considered cen@uiber
interacting with humas) but would later reposition these two actors such that humans
interact with corputers.

This etymological shift is significant in the context of this dissertation, since | am
proposing that the study of avatars has suffered, either from an anthropocentric approach,
or from the study of interfaces in the absence of interacliorléborate, related work on
avatar customization has focused too long on humans as intentional beings who interact

with computers, but neglects to take into account thdirbttional nature of that



interaction. Here, | have adopted a mixetethods approach ian attempt to make
visible the network of actorsboth humans and ndwumans,that contribute to self
representation in games. More importantly, | hope to do so in such a way that none of the
actors under study becorpavileged over the others.

Approachng this dissertation as an HCI researcher allows me to situate my work
within a growing field of interface studies, which has come to include comptuer games as
a site for study. It is also the field from which | have borrowed the édfondances the
term from which my original interest in this topic originated, and one that provides me
with the theoretical foundation upon which this dissertation is bdtording to the
work of Donald Norman, a prominent figure within the field of HCI, affordanceshare
designed properties of an object that allow for specific interaction opportyiNbesian,

1988) It is a relationship between organism and objecte which affords a given set of
action possibilities. The studyf @ffordances also involves perceptiorthe ability to
perceive affordances in order to act upon tifiorman, D99).

The term is explored throughout the body of this dissertattomwever, my
interest in affordances is perhaps best expressagwwannovich(2002) who writes,
"[g]iven that computer media is simply a set of characters and numbers stored in a
computer, there are numerous ways in which it could be presented to a user. Yet, as it
always happens with cultural languages, only a few of these possibilities actually appear
viable in a given historical momeén{Mannovich, 2002, p81). If HCI is the study of

interface design, it must also include the study of the agency designers have in creating



interfaces that will subsequently mediate user experience. In the context of avatar
customization, alf-representational practices are mediated by character creation

interfaces. They are the result of a negotiation between the user and the designer.

1.2 Character Creation Interfaces

Games that allow for the customization of an avatar typically presentdegitions via
character creation interfaces. These interfaces are commonly foumdiassively
Multiplayer Online GamesMMOGSs), social virtual worlds, and other games that offer
avatar customization. Thyguantity and quality of customizatiaptions availale, as well
as the ways in which they are presentedigers,varies greatly from game to game.
Common feature options may include, but are not limitediwmogical sex, hair style,
hair colour, skin colour, accessories (tattoos, hats, clothing, amwl),soeight,weight, or
build. These options may be selected or modified via a variety of interface widgets, for
example: buttons, sliders, lists, and colour wheels or palettes

The Character Creation Interface shownFigure 1, from Star Wars: The Old
Republic,illustrates the use of slider widgets that allow users to customize various
attributes of their avatar, such as body type, head, scars, and skin colour. While many of
the customization options availaltie users in this game are available in other games,
they are not standard in all games, nor is the use of sliders a standard way to manipulate

these attributes.
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Figure 1. Character Creation Interface for Star Wars: The Old Repule

A common theme of work examining character creation in games highlights the
ways in which charactecreation interfaces, through affordances, represewtally
exclusive values. Essentially, through the kinds of choices, or lack thereof, avalable t
choose and/or customize avataethnic minorities are often marginalized, making it
impossible to create representative avatars. For example, research by C{368a
2003b) Higgin (2009) Kafai et al.(2010a, 2010h)Leonard(2006) and Pac&2008)
examine the ways in which ethnicity is problematically represented in a number of
games, when it is even represented at all.

Onethemel have chosen to explore ihi$ dissertationis the heteronormative,
and often sexist representations of gendecharacter creation interfacebhe original

motivation for this stemmed from the problematic representation of female bodies in
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character creation interfaces and quicklolved to include a broader analysis of the
ways in which gender is encoded and remediated by these inteFaossles are under
represented in computer and video gariéisen they do appear as prominent or playable
characters, the roles they are givea aften highly problemati¢Jenson & de Castell,
2010) Female characters are generdilypersexualized and scantily clgdowns &
Smith, 2005) with very few exceptions. This holds true even in most MMOGs where
players are freely able to chooseplay as a female character, but are oftercks with
hyperfeminine dies (Rubenstein, 2007; Sundén, 200@hd sexualized armour

(MacCallumStewart & Parsler, 2008)

1.3 Motivation and Research Questions

My primary motivation for pursuing this research stems from my own experiences with
gaming culture. Having played a number of games which offer avattoneization as a
feature of gameplay,dxperienced firsthand many of the issues which have already been
outlined in this introductory chapter. Specifically, | have often taken issue with the ways
in which character creation interfaces not only limitedimterms of the range of choices
they presented, but did not provide the means by whlayerscould move away from
the stereotypical, hypersexualized female avatar.

| was fortunate, at the beginning of my PhD studies, to be in\niedny
supervisorto assist with data collection and analysis on reual Environments Real
User Sudy (VERUS) project.The impetus of the VERUS project was to conduct a large

scale, lakbased study designed to address many of the methodological limitations
10



outlined aboveThe VERUS study is still, to date, the largest-tetsed study of virtual
world users with overl200 participants worldwide. Laboratory experiments were
conducted acrosshe United Kingdom,North America, and Asia with additional
fieldwork conductedn Mexico, Europe,and the Middle East Data was collected on

g a mer s @nd widuall world characteristics and across multiple virtual worlds
includingWorld of Warcraft EVE Online andRift.

The VERUS project was informed by a mixadethods approach and sva
theoretically framed by ActeNetwork Theory(Callon, 1997; Latour, 1992, 2005; Law,
2004) As such, | had the opportunity to witness the benefits of a amettiods
approach to the study of sedpresentation igames. Such an approach not only
strengthens the claims made by researchers, but also highlights the ways in which
previous methods too easily produce highly reductive, positivist discourses surrounding
player activities ingame.A great number of publi¢ceons came from, and continue to be
written on, the work done on the VERUS project highlighting the strengths of mixed
methods approache@Bergstrom et al. forthcoming; de Castell, JensoTaylor, &
Thumlert, 2014;McArthur & Jenson, 2015)introduce a novel supplementary data
collection tool called a travelogu@cArthur, Peyton, Jenson, Taylor, & dCastell,

2012; N. Taylor, McArthur, & Jenson, 2012nd demonstrate the validity of talased
inquiries in MMOG reseah (de Castell, Taylor, Jenson, & Weiler, 2012; Jenson,

Bergstrom, & de Castell, 2013aylor, de Castell, Jenson, & Humphrey, 2011)
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As a result of my experiences working on VERUSyas motivatedo adopt a
mixed-methods approach, using Actdetwork Theory (ANT) as a theoretical
framework, in order to conduct a holistic study of interface affordances and self
represetational practices. ANT is properly introduced and discussed in Chapter 2 of this
dissertationHowever, | will briefly state here that ANT was developed by Bruno Latour
(21987, 1992, 2005Michd Callon (1997) and John Law2004) and it is an approach to
social theory which acknowledges that both humans andhaorans (both referred to as
actorg form a network. ANT scholars opit that in order to study a social phenomenon,
one must study both the human and-homan actors which contribute to Tthe social
phenomenon | have chosen to study is avatar customization in gaming environments.

| approach thestudy of this phenomeno via three distinct approaches, each
intended to highlight the agency of the networked actors that contribute to the self
representational practices of gamers. Fitstpughthe development and use afnew
analytical framework, the Avatar Affordancesafrework, designed to systematically
explore the presentation of customization opti@wailable across multiple games.
Secondly, | preserttvo user studies which | observe 63 participants creating avatars in
two different gaming environments. Lastlypresentan autoethnographgtudy in which
| attempt to recreate single avataracross multiplegaminginterfacesin order to further
illustrate the different affordances of these interfaces and to highlight their agency in my
own selfrepresentational pctices. Throughout this dissertation, | argue that character

creation interfaces eoreate player avatarsthat self representational practices are not
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only indicative of human desires, but also computational mediation. Therefore, my
approach not onlylds upon existing theories and methods used in the study ef self
representation in gamesyt it alsochallenges the anthropocentric approach that is all too

common in this area of research.

1.4 Dissertation Overview

This dissertation is a study of the rolef affordances in digital, visual self
representational practices. | begin chapter 2 astloverview of related work examining
identity practices dating back to the earlier work on textual online spaces andJskti
Dungeons (MUDs). | then review reldtevork on selfrepresentation in Massively
Multiplayer Online Games (MMOGS) as it relates to popular methodologies and theories
on selfrepresentation. Next, | provide an overview of existing analytical methods for
studying character creation interfacescusing exclusively on those which study the
visual aspects of customization (e.g., avatar bodies, skin colour, hair style and colour,
etc.). | conclude Chapter 2 by discussing the areas of research that have theoretically
informed this dissertation, nanyelActor-Network Theory, affordances, and feminist and
gender theory.

In Chapter 3 | present the Avatar Affordances Framewaknovel framework
which | have created in order to systematically study the affordances of character creation
interfaces, and tcaddress analytical limitations presented by the existing methods
discussed in Chapter 2. In this chapter | also provide a technological classification of

widgets, the individual interface components that allow users to modify the appearance of
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their avata (collectively, these widgets comprise the avatar creation interface). | then
discuss the FunctieBehaviourStructure framework, an existing framework in HCI
which not only informed the formation of my own framework, but its original
components are alsocluded within my framework. This chapter also includes analytical
data, collected with the Avatar Affordances Framewdrdn twenty different games.
Detailed analysis for six of these games is presented using the framework, and an
additional 14 games aiincluded to illustrate how the framework can be used to generate
analysis between larger, more diverse sample sizes.

In Chapter 41 present the first user study, a microethnographic study of 39
participants creating avatars in the MMQ®#t. This is a within-subjects study where
participants were groups of 2 to 4-situated participants were invited to create an avatar
and to play for approximately 30 to 45 minutesng this avatar. Ithis dissertation, | use
the term cesituated to refer to participgs who physically occupy the same realrld
space during the experiment. In the case ofRliestudy, these cgituated participants
generally knew each other, and completed the study simultaneously. Prior to creating
their avatars, participants werdvgn an 88 question survey designed to collect
demographic data as well as data on their own gaming experiences and self
representational practices. This survey data is compared to the avatar creation data that
was obtained during the study in order todstigate any discrepancies between-self

reporting and practice.
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In Chapter 5 | present a betweesubjects study investigating self
representational practices of cambesed avatar customization. For this study, | chose
the Nintendo WiiU, a relatively Bw console (at the time of this dissertation), released in
North America on November 30th, 2012. The Wiiis Nintendo's third console to
include Mii software- a consolebased, rather than garspecific, character creation
interface. The Wii U includes mew game controllethe GamePad, which allows users
to interact with the system via touch screen, and includes a camera that can be used to
generate Mii (avatar) from a picture of the player. In the study presented in this chapter,
| invited 24 particignts to create avatars on this console, 12 of whom were asked to use
the camera on the GamePad to create their avatar, and the other 12 were asked to create
an avatar without the camera, using an interfadg method of avatar customization.

The differenes between these two groups, as well as the differences between these two
user studiestheRift study and the Wii U studyare discussed.

In Chapter 6, | present an autoethnographic study in which | attempt to create the
same avatar across eight difierggame spaces, all of which are analyzed in previous
chapters using the Avatar Affordasc&ramework. Areflective chapter like this is
intended primarily to address a fundarta concern of ANT researcheitsiat they are
also actors in the network, obsgiery social phenomena and generating theories to
describe them. Thus, as an ANT researcher, this chapter not only provides a
methodological space in which | may acknowledge my own agency within the network of

study, but also provides me with a space inclwhl can disclose my own prior
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experiences with the games | have chosen to study, as well as my own observations
which may not be appropriate for inclusion in previous chapters. | conclude this chapter
by presenting four themes which | believe to be relevio the study of self
representational practices, but are often not acknowledgethted work.

In Chapter 7, | present a list of best practices for the design of character creation
interfaces. These practices are derived from the analyses presealiedf ithe previous
chapters and are intended to address many of the limitations, intentional or not, that are
often imposed on player avatars. This chapter also includes an overview of related work
in accessibility and game design, including a focus @rehplayers and diverse player
groups. Following this, | present an overview of research involving alternative design
methodologies, namely participatory design and critical design, both of which are
intended to address issues of social inclusion in gdesggn. | then look to popular texts
on game design, which are currently in use within 4sesbndary gaming programs, in
order to determine what, if any, guidelines are present addressing issues of social
inclusion and avatar design. | then present niyoli®est practices, referring frequently to
the analyses presented in previous chapters.

These separate, but interrelated explorations of interfaces, players, and design
collectively address methodological concerns outlined in the related work sectan, an
illustrate the agency interfaces have in-seffresentational practicdsis my hope that |
have not only succeeded in making interfaces more visible as actors in the process of

avatar customization, but that the best practices presented hereinsmayf@am more
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socially inclwsive design in future. Although the actors | have chosen to study, namely the
players, the researcher, and the interface, do not represent the entire network of actors
involved in the social phenomena of sedpresentation igames, | have chosen to study

this particular grouping as | am most interested in highlighting the agency that interfaces
have in shaping player practices. It should be noted that | have not methodologically
severed the ties between these nodes and thefithe network. Rather, | have mobilized
Actor-Network Theory to make them visible, and have adopted a nmettdods

approach in order to study their interactions.
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Chapter 2
Related Work + Theoretical Framing

Massively Multiplayer Online Games (MMOGSs) apéien characterized asariants of
textdriven multtuser Domains or MUDs. As previously statetlede early virtual
communities were entirely texiriven virtual worlds. In these spaces, users not only
utilized text to chat with one another, but they also usgtito describe the chat room,
the actions taken within thigpace, and even thewirtual bodies. These virtual bodies
were just as much a part of their online personae as the text they "spoke" to one another.
In this way, the texbased virtual communit was ceconstructed by its members.
Members were in agreement with and contributed to the details of their virtual world.
These early virtual worlds provided users with a vehicle through which they could
explore how they represent themsslvand experimeérwith identity (Albright, 2007;
Bartle, 2003; Dibbell, @01; Sundén, 2001;urkle, 1997)

In their textual form, these objects were subject to few limitations; the level of
detail to which users could describe @wers, rooms, and items was bound only by the
limits of their writing capabilities and imagination. Members of these virtual
communities could be or do anythi(Dibbell, 2001; Turkle, 1997)The shift from early
textual representations to graphical representation provided users with new tools for
interaction and identity. The same rooms, objects, and characters that were once textual
in MUDs were now epreented ingraphical form. The addition of 3D graphics in virtual

worlds allowed users twiew their own virtual bodiesr avatars The appearance of
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userso6 avatars can be manipul ated with
textbased avatars ddarlier MUDSs, users of graphical MMOGs are often limited with
regard to how they represent themselves by the avatar creation intditi@cquality,
guantity, and range of customization options available to users is ofteleterenined by

game designer§same designers have complete control over the aesthetic of every aspect

of their games, including the player's own avatar.

2.1.1 Identity, other selves, and multiple selves

While the work presented here is focused largely on the pragmatics of avatar
customizatbn practices, as well as interface affordances, it is nevertheless important to
include an overview of the literature pertaining to identity since avatars are rarely, if ever,
considered separately from some of identity the&grly work examining identjt in

online environments such &UDs and other texbased virtual communities revealed
that the affordances of these environméatditateda multitude of identity expressions,
including other selves armultiple selfrepresentations or multiple selviartle, 2003;
Bruckman, 1992, 1996; Dibbell, 2001; Turkle, 19%f)d as a means to escape the
widely-enforced gender dichotomy of adife” (Sundén, 2003)

This fragmentation of self may seeanomalous a consequence of having e
interactions mediated by a computeut Turkle suggests that we are already accustomed
to managing multiple selves in our daily lives and that this sense ofphuity easily
extends ito virtual worlds (Turkle, 1997) Social contexts elicit performative shifts

wherein we choose which aspects of ourselves to present to, ahdrsvhich cues to
19
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suppress in ordeto maintain the appropriate or desired impresgi@offman, 1959)
Goffman stresses the importance of both verbal and nonverbal cues in our ability to
generateimpressions of ourselves in social situatiofidoffman, 1959) Goffman's
presentation of self features heavily in some writings on online iderggpeciallythose
that are focused on performance and the maintenance of multiple @iVe@sggham &
Vasconcelos, 2013; Kafai, et al., 2010b; Martey & Consalvo, 20hlhis work,
Goffman evokes a dramaturgical analysisee gtudy of social situations as a theatre
performance Goffman frames social performances as having actors wearing costumes.
These performances are observed by an audience, and often times, we rely on other actors
to maintain our performances for us. Frample, if we perform an act that is considered
"out of character”, other actors may choose to ignore the act so as to help us save face and
preserve the identity performance. The space where we can truly be ourselves is
compared to the backstage area tfemtre- a space that is not visible from the audience
and where actors in a play are commonly able to drop out of character in between scenes.
For example, Albright (2007)  mobilizes Goffman'&xpression
given'and’'expression given fb (Goffman, 1959)in order to explore how one man
Colonel Salehwas able to maintain romantic relationships with over 50 women on an
online dating site. Spdically, Albright proposes that it is the nature of information
communication technologiesheir affordancesthat allowedColonel Salehwho was
married in real life, to support multiple, simultaneous intimate relationships. Iridace

face communicatin, Goffman proposes that cues fall broadly into two categories:
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‘expression giverand'expression given off' Expressions giverare understood to be
verbal whereexpressions given afiiclude the gamut of newerbal cues, many of which

we have less cordl over, such as body language or facial movements that are given off
during communication and interactidBince we anticipate that people may be dishonest
in how they present themselves, we relyexpressions given o#is a sort of litmus test,
usedby others in order to assess the authenticity of the speaker's mood or motives.
Albright cites the works of others that state the obvionfrmation communication
technologieqICTs) allow us to carefully craft and control the digitized equivalents of
our 'expressions given offi many cases, online interactions occur almost entirely in the
absence of thesexpressions given gfaind many of oulexpressions giverre reduced

to textual interactions.

The effects of ICTs on Goffman's work are ilkaded in Walthers
"hyperpersonal interactioris(Walther, 1996) Taking the affordances of computer
mediated communication into account, Walther proposes the following framework for
understanding how users both mediate and mobilize these affordances in evaluating and
managing online personae:

1.) optimization ofselfrepresentation (due to latency)

2.) receiver forms impressions by "inflating" tiny pieces of
information

3.) usercantherebyre-allocate cognitive resources used for
nonverbal language to #1 (textual optimization)

Essentially, tke latency in computemediatedcommunication (whether generated

by hardware/software, or artificially via users evokengay from keyboardor 'AFK'
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moments) not only allows users to carefully manage both thexpressios
given'and’'expression given df', it also allows them to rallocate cognitive resourcés
‘expressions giverthat would have otherwise been used to manegeressions given
off'. Depending on the medium of communication, the latter may take on many different
forms (photo sharingscripting an avatar's body language such that it aligns with the
expressiongiven etc.).If the user on the other erslemotionally invested in the success
of the performance, they subconsciously support it by enhancing the tiny fragments of
identity dda they receive and using these pieces to construct a complete impresisen of
user.Walther proposes that computeediatedinteractionmay bemore intimate and
positive than fac¢o-face interactionIlCTs support identity play through the anonymity
of the Internet, as well as the interplay between "actors" in the presentation of self as
described in the work of Goffman.

While the prevalence of multiple and false identjtteg degree to which adopted
personalities can differ from our own may varyn#&opeople enter virtual communities
for the exflicit purpose of role playingr being someone elshile ahers may choose
to create an accurate virtual represeotadf themselvegTurkle, 1997) The aonymity
that is unique to online social interaction presents the user with the ability to create a
mask through which (s)he may express an alternate, or perhaparadeal selfi either
physically or socially. In describing the mechanics of identityiwDs, Turkle offers the
following insight:

"MUDs imply difference, multiplicity, heterogeneity, and fragmentation.
Such an experience of identity contradicts the Latot of the word, idem,
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meaningthe same.But this contradiction increasingly defings conditions

of our lives beyond the virtual world. MUDs thus become objeethink-

with for thinking about postmodern selves. Indeed, the unfolding of all MUD
action takes place in a resolutely postmodern context. There are parallel
narratives in thelifferent rooms of a MUD. The cultures of Tolkien, Gibson,
and Madonna coexist and interact. Since MUDs are authored by their players,
thousands of people in all, often hundreds at a time, are all logged on from
different places; the solitary author isspliaced and distributed. Traditional
ideas about identity have been tied to a notion of authenticity that such virtual
experiences actively subvert. When each player can create many characters in
many games, the self is not only decentred but multipligtowt limit."
(Turkle, 1996)

Stone(1996) takes Turkle's multiple selves one step further and describes how
powerfulthese other selves can.bi¢er famous story of the "crosisessing psychiatrist”
features Stanford Lewin, a male psychiatrist who dedidedasquerade online as female
neuropsychologistlulie. In order to confine Julie's social life to the computer, Stanford
decided that she would be disabled, disfigured, and unable to speakveniently
making hemunavailableto attend any offline mé@gs. As Julie began to help people and
make friends, Stanford beta more invested in her persosrad wanted Julie to have a
better life. Suddenly, the onsmicidal Julie was getting married to an impossibly
supportive police officer, presenting at cergnces, vacationing with her new husband,
and considering becoming a college professor. Her online friends began to notice that
they were the only people who Julie seemed to want to avoid seeing in person.

Many disabled users were suspicious of Julig,rbostly of her description of her
perfect husbandather than the details of her physical impairm&wentually, Stanford

"came out" to a few of Julie's closest friends, but found he was not able to maintain

Julie'sfriendships or make friends as easiyg he had been able s Julie He "simply
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didn't have the personality to make friends easilylin@" (Stone, 1996, p. 77)If
Stanfordwas Julie, wty did he have such a hard time making friends online? aVhil
others have arguethat multipleselvesall tie back to a "root persohar "sovereign
subject” (Wajcman, 2004)Stone argues that Julie's online identity was complex, real,
and distirct from Stanforts. As Plant noteshy the time other users were becoming
suspicious of Lewin, he was "in the procesbetoming Julie{Wajcman, 2004, p. 68)
However, Wajcmar{2004) challenges the ideal aeparatdbody and mind online. She
suggests that, while computgrediated communication does remove bodily cues, it does
not create new identities. "Just because all you see is words, it does not mean that
becoming a different person requires only different wordshat this is a simple mait’
(Wajcman, 2004, p. 69)Essentially, she suggests that you can try to choose different
words, but the ones at your disposal are based on socialization. Women (especially
disabled womenlpecame suspicious of Julie the more they interacted with her. "Bodies
play an important part in what it meatessbe human and gendergdWajcman, 2004, p.
70).

In 2001, Berman and Bruckm#&2001)sought to studyhe nature ofdentity cues
in a multruser textbased space online. The experimental environmastnamed"the
Turing Game", inspired by the Turing testa test used to evaluate the ability of an
artificial intelligence to respond to tekfised input such that its pssses are
indistinguishable from those of an actual hunf@aring, 1950) In the Turing Gamea

panel ofuses are saido belong to a group (e.g.: female). One or more panel members
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actually belong to that group and the rest are impostors. Audience members observe
responses to questions and use thesponseso gauge the authenticity of panellist
identities. Rnellist identities are revealed at the end of the game. The authord tafe

in the Turing Game, thereras no opmrtunity for what Goffman(1959) calls 'sage
setting' and Stone (1986) calls 'appearance management'.

The works of Turkle, Goffman, and Bruckman are common entry points into
identity work in games and MMOG€$his foundational work helps us to understand how
ICTs are able to afford identity plaand experimentation online. However, these works
are discussed in the context of textual online environments whose affordances were quite

different from MMOGs and social virtual worlds.

2.1.2 SelfRepresentation in MMOGs

The character creation interfaces fortual worlds vary greatly, but generally
involve presenting the user with a number of limited options that result in a set number of
possible permutations. Some character creation interfaces provide users with the ability to
make adjustments to many tfese features with widgets in the form of sliders and
colourwheels(Pace, et al., 200950me avatar creation interfaces limit users to a small,
finite number of optionsThus, avatars are generally customized via the setectio
specific attributes gkin colour, hair colour, etc.) to form a desired permutation that
Astamds for t he u Jkerdegieaof complekity afferedwip eharacter
creation interface has commonly been referred to in terms of fidelity, where a "high

fidelity" character creation interface is one that is complex and a "low fidelity" interface
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would be one that is simplistic in either the quantity and/or the quality of options
provided(Ducheneaut, et al., 20Q9)

What's interesting about the recent ubiquity of the terms "high fidelity" and "low
fidelity" in avatar creation interfaces is that they imply "the quality of being faithful"
when the term really onlgpplies to the degree to which the interfat®rds identity
fidelity. Whether or not usersan accurately represent themselves in an MMOG is an
important question! would argue, however, that it is important not to conflate the
complexity of an interfag with the practice of identity fidelity. To ontologically link user
practice (identity fidelity) with design (interface complexity) in this way disrupts the
potential for an affordaneleased discourse, while simultaneously assuming that a
complex interfae only yields one type of user practice. Users who encounter complex
interfaces may design complex avatars that look nothing like thenlifeedodies.
Therefore, | would argue that identity fidelity is a term that should be used with caution.

Three reent studies looked to avatar customization trends in popular virtual
worlds and MMOGs in order to identifjnotivational factors thatimpact the choices
users makgDucheneaut, et al., 2009; Kafai, et al., 2010b; GarnNeustaedter &
Fedorovskaya, 2008Ppucheneaut et a(2009)conducted a study on avatar appearance
in three popular virtual worlddVorld of Warcraft Maple Story andSecond LifeUsing
survey data and screenshofgplayer avatarrom 180 participats, theyidentified three
trendsevident in playe@vatar customization practicagealized self, standing out, and

following a trend(Ducheneaut et al., 2009)serswho were motivated to create an
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idealized selimay choose to create an avatar that 9eame resemblance to their real
life appearance, but with idealized or desired feat(ess, taller, thinner, more hair,
etc.) The second facterstanding out applied to users whose choice in avatar reflects a
desire to have an unconventional loskhin the game worldThe authors categorized
customization choices under this category
stand out as much as possible, (2) | often create avatars that have an unconventional look
and (3) | make avatars thaeaas different from me as pos&b(Ducheneaut et al., 2009,
p. 1152)The third motivational factor- following a trend- describes avatars that have
been modified to resemble a celebrity or reflect a popular trend in either the real world or
the virtualworld.

| am most interested iDucheneaut et al.'s use of the term "high fideliy"
describe a highly comprehensive or complex avatar creation interface, such as the one
found in Second Life(2009) The authors define the terstating "a relatively hgh
fidelity avatar creation system like the one [[Becond Life can motivate users to
repraduce more of themselvefDucheneaut, et al., 2009, p155) Here, high fidelity is
meant to describe arvaar customization interface so complex that it is capable of
producing representative avatars. While the complexity of the interfaSedand Life
arguably makes it inaccessible to novices in a meaningful (Mayrthur, Teather, &
Stuerzlinger, 2010Q)the fact that iis complex does not necessarily mean that it will be
used to create a "high quality" reproduction of the ,user does its complexity

inherently motivate users to create a dupécattual body. | would strongly argue that
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we must be careful not to problematically link "complexity" with "fidelity" when
describing these interfaces in terms of-seffresentaticasl practices.

In a similar study, Neustaedter and Fedorovskaya008) identified four
motivational factors contributing to avatar customization trend@econd Liferealistics,
ideals, fantasies, and roleplayet$hese factors were conceptualized after a fourtmon
"cultural immersion"and a series of opernded interviewswith 23 participants in
SecondLife. Accordingto the authors, the firgactor - realistics- describes users who
consider their virtual world life to be an extension of their real world life and therefore
choose to create an avatar that most closelymieles themselvesThe secondrend -
ideals- is more in line with the idealizegelf described by Ducheneaut at (2009)
wherein users construct an avatar that is similar to their offline self, but with desired
modification or enhancement to specific featurésatars created under the "fantasies”
trendareavatars created with escapist motivations; for these users, the virtual world is a
space in which one gets to live as someone ¢lsstly, "roleplayers are described as
being users who, like fantasies, enter the virtual world to experience life as someone else,
but differ from this category in that they do not maintain identity continuity over time.
The authors note that avatar appearance editors may or may not meét users e d s
depending on which of the four aforementioned factors represent their virtual lives.

Aparticularly interesting comp@d08nt of
paper isthe discussion surrounding the social stigma of default avatédedand Lfe.

Upon joining Second Life, new users are prompted to choossvatar from one of
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several default configurations before entering the virtual waoihése default avatars are
provided by the developers of Second Life. Oncevanld, many users learn twustomize
the appearance of their avatar through use oapipearance editor, as well as potentially
buying, acquiring, or making new clothes, hanimations, for their avatar to wear or
use.Once members of the community become familiar with the nialigeof Second

Life avatars, they are easily able to identify default avatars. The authors note that
socal l ed veteran wusers identify wusers with
of

this social stigma is twofold: veterans view newbies akirlgcin ability and
assume that

any social interaction with a default avatar will be related to technical issues
surrounding

the virtual environment. The second effect is that newbies feel the need to modify
the

appearance of their avatar as quickly assimbs so that their avatar signifies
Abel ongi ngo

to the community.

In a similar studyKafai et al.(2010b)studied avatar customization trends in the
online virtual worldWhyville Whyvilleis arich site for study as it is a virtual world
populated byweens; a group rarely, if ever, represented in online identity vigel

representation iWhyville presents a unique opportunity for doing identity research for
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two reasons: firstly, Whyville avatars utilize playegenerated cdent in their
customizatio, similar to avatars ibecond LifeSecondlytweens aralreadytrying on

new dentities in real life as theyransition fom childhood into adolescenté¢Kafai et

al., 2010b, p. 25)he significance is the space between thensient nature of their
offline identities and their expressions of self via their onlidentities Where sel
representational practices are often discussed as a 1:1 ratio, where one user is compared
to one avatar at a time, Kafai et al. acknowledge that the user, in ththeas®en, is at

a significantly formative stage in their (offline) identity developmerite transient
nature ofthe participantsidentities is acknowledged because of the demographic they
represent, but users outside this demographic may also fimethigie identities influx,

if only situationally. This is highlighted by the works of Goffman (1959), but absent in
many studies examining sekpresentation in virtual worlds and gam@icheneaut,
Wen, Yee, & Wadley, 2009; Carman Neustaedter Bedoraskaya, 2008; Yee,
Ducheneaut, Yao, & Nelson, 2011).

Through a series of surveys and interviews (n = 44), the authors surveyed users of
Whyvillein order to better understand the selpresentational practices of this particular
demographic.As with Secad Life Kafai et al. (2010b) found that newbie avatars
(referred to inWhyvilleas "tators™) stand out due to thebvious lack of customization
This finding is similar tothe social stigma attached to the use of a default avatar as
reported by Nestaeder and Fedorovskay(2008, 2009)In both virtual worlds,being

recognized as a newhtarriesa certain social stigma with expert users.
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Kafai et al.(2010b)also note that thphrasing of some of their survey questions
led to some interesting insightgo how participants interpreted identity fidelity in terms
of general vs. specific questiorior example, Wwen asked whether their avatar was like
them or not, almost all participants answered "no". However, fellpwguestions
revealed that the initiauestion might have been phrased in such a way that it made
assumptions about participants' own understanding ofreqglésentation. For example,
when asked if her avatar was like her or wote participansaid "no". When asked how
they were differentKelly elaboratedy saying "l don't have a bear hea@afai et al.,
2010b, p. 33)The authors note thahe structure of their interview questiomevealed
"...a mix of broader selfepresentation, aesthetic production, and functionality as motives
for creating particular avatdrgKafai, et al., 2010b, [83). This point is a significant one,
as it illustrates the dangers of relying entirely on data derived fromegefting. In this
case, ambiguityn the line of questioning had an impact on the authenticity of participant
narratives.

Similar to the studies presented by Ducheneaut ¢2@09) and Neustaedter and
Fedorovskaya2008, 2009) participants inthe Whyuville study (Kafai et al., 2010b)
identified fourmotivationalfactors that contributed to how they chose to customize their
avatar: "the pure aesthetics of a look, to embody some aspect of their ‘real’ selves, to align
oneself with or against a popular trend, and for a functional redsodisguise” (Kafai
et al., 2010, pp. 33- 34). Here, the authors also note the tension in creating an avatar for

oneseliversusthe act of customizing aawvatar fo others' aesthetic pleasure
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Within each group ofmotivational factors there seems to lmne groupof
participantswho choose to embody @ aspect of their real selveswven if it is an
idealized self. Tiere are others who choose to playivaestheticsand there are those
participantswho customize an avatar with the express purpose infjlmmeone else
Only a few of these trends can bedsti exemplify identity fidelity or any sort of visual
link to the "sovereign subjectlh the case of fantasies, role players, disguises, and
aesthetics, there is some aspect to the representationvibl@es identity play or another
self. Returning ¢ the work of Ducheneaut et al. (2009ferface complexity can
facilitate identity fidelity via motivation: aHhigh fidelity’ avatar creation systeman
motivate users to reproduce their offline bodmdine. However, sophistication is not
directly linked to identity fidelity:users can strive for identity fidelity even in the least
complex systemslhe distinction in sophistication does need to be made, but theechoic
in wording isproblematic

The dorementioned papers have more in common than their findings:
methodologically speaking, all three sets of motivational factors were ascertained via
online ethnographic methods (online interviews, surveys, "cultural immengmhline
ethnographyetc.) The findings reported irach of these papers are valuablg are too
conveniently reductionist neatly placing users into one of three or four categories in
order to understand how they came to create their virtual bodies. Additionally, the
authors kavily relied onselfreporting andhe studyof "finished" avatarsThe study of

these avatars and their players can tell us a great deal about the virtual worlds in which

32



they play, but they paint a very limited picture. How did the design of the game's
character creation interface influence the design of their first avatar? How did they come
to make their subsequent avatars? What impact does social play have on the look of their
avatar?

In order to begin to address the first of these questioasgyuethat we must
understand how character creation interfaces, as well as itifeience on self

representational practices, have been studied.

I, Avatar
Prior to discussing the mechanics of avatar customization, it is important tcloses/
examine the @amplex relationship between the avatar and its useryvibli@l appearance
or the personaf the avatar may beaitriking resemblance to that of the creator, or the
avatar may be a means for the creatoexperiment with aspects of her/his identity
within an online social context

Since it is not uncommon to present different versions of ourselves in real life,
this behavioureasily extends into virtual environments. As stated by Rehak, avatars are
Aambassadors of agency 0, dotnbtaliyectharepeesent¢he s el s
personality of the indidual at the helnfRehak, 2003)Thus, thébehaviourof the avatar
may not be typical of the mannerisms of the pilot behind the screen

James Paul Gee takes the complex relationship between player and avatar further
by bre&ing it down into three identities: virtual, real and projective. The virtual identity

belongs to the avatar; it represents the personality of the character being played. The real
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identity is that of the person piloting the avatar. The projective ideistitiye interface
bet ween the two and the fAfeedback | oopo tl
virtual identity by the real identity. Essentially, projective identity is the space in which
the player evaluates andegaluates the morality that gugléhe actions of her/his avatar
(Gee, 2003)

Nick Yeeand Jeremy BailensqiN. Yee & Bailenson, 200)roposed théheory
of t he EHrectteu stzeosomehohtheanays énrwhich avatar modification
affects how theavatar interacts with others inrttial environments. The effect is named
after the Greek God Proteus, who could change his eslzpwill. Yee presented the
results of four studies designem determine how avatar attributes suclatsactiveness
and height made users act more confidently in virtual environn{&ets, 2007) For
example, one of the studies presented in his dissertation concludes that participants with
taller avatars negotiated more aggressively with others in the virtual environment than
participants with shorter axas. Interestingly, Yee found that thdsshaviourscan also
persist outside of the virtual environment, showing that the transformation is not limited
to how users behave in the virtual environment. His findings are important as they
illustrate not only bw much effect we have on our avatars, but also how much effect our

avatars have on us.

Representation in a Perfectly Hegemonic World
Almost all MMOGs limit players to two sexeget textbased environments allowed

users to move beyond this heteormativebinary (Sundén, 2003)Presentday MMOGs

34



tend to lock users into the male/female binary, leaving little room for “fdgfity" in
the GLBTQ population Sundén acknowledges how the idasof avatars, both in how
they are "constructed" and how they are programmed to perfeganie, puts many
users in tension with the heteronormative design of their second selves: "The design of
avatarsi how they look, move, feel, fight, jump, speakyda, flirt, dance etcl speaks
volumes about social and cultural perceptions of sexed bodies. But equally important are
the ways in which players are collectively
fantasies are connected (or disconnected) with olitics of tle interface" (Sundén,
2009, p. 3)

The researchof Kafai et al.(2010a)and Consalv@2003a)highlights issues of
ethnic representationn MMOGs. For example, in studying the tween virtual world
Whyville Kafai et al.(2010a)note the general lack of nawvhite faces avadble to
players Consalvo's work on the character creation interfacEhm Simgeweals that the
interface defaultetb a lightskinned, middleaged male every time, despite the fact that
it is possible to create Sims that are witite and/or are not malg€onsalvo, 2003a)
Consalvo argues that, "[b]ecause the game encourages exploration and experimentation
with Sim characters, it is likely that most players will quickly move past this first option
with little thought, yet the default image of the hegemonic white male showing up first
does reinforce the traditionabtion of white men being the 'norm' American society,
from which all otters then deviate(Consalvo, 2003a, p. 185l is programmatically

possible to setip the interface so that it begins with some canly-generatecvatar the
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fact that the designers choseonsciously or not to have it always default to a white
male does indeed reproduce hegemonic white masculinity as the cultural norm.

This critique is often confronted with the logic that MMOGe #argely based on
fantasy or fictional worlds and are thereby granted some kind of artistic license that is not
subjectto accountability. Higgir{2009)critiques this stance, stating, "[tjhe tendency then
is to accept as harmless any creations withinfaatasy world because of its
extradimensional construction. Such an assumption is dangerous given that fantasy
worlds are populated by-magined signs with real and significant meanings outside of
the fantasy. Thus, a f an blelysrggarded withid the pr o c
internal logic of that world because the various meanings of its parts still have an
originary meaning that cannot be discarded without losing the decipherabilibatof
product” (Higgin, 2009) Arguably, to dismiss any ¢igue pertaining to representation
because the game is "virtual" or "fantasy" is a stance that is not only problematic, but also
problematizes any claims pertaining to the experience or importance users place upon
their avatarsAuthors likeGee(2003)describe the relationship between user and avatar
as being oe of personal investment

Salen & Zimmermar§2004)use the tan "cultural rhetoric" to describe gasas
ideological systems sad on offline ideologieBBogost (2010) goes one step further than
Salen and Zimmerman in suggesting that video games are capable of a new kind of
rhetorical expression, one he refers to'@m®cedural rhetoric." For Bogost, procedural

rhetoric is an argument expressed through computer code, where a game's rules and
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mechanics convey an argument about the state of thismmgsrgument that must lbead

by actually playing the game. The ability read a procedural argument requires a
specialized literacy, one Bogost refers to as procedural literacy. He statededgame
players develop procedural literacy through interacting with the abstract models of
specific real or imagined processesganted in the games they play. Videogames teach
biased perspectives about how things work. And the way they teach such perspectives is
through procdural rhetorics, which players '‘reathiough directengagement and
criticism" (Bogost, 2010, p. 260)Thus, it is clear that ideologies can be encoded, by
programming or by design, and that such ideologies have not gone unnoticed.

In the context of game character desigmese ideolgies are often seen as
heteronormative and Caucasian, based on the ways in which player characters-and non
player characters are represented in ga@emsalvo, 2003a; Higgin, 2009; Leonard,
2006; Pace, et al., 2009)Vhile the idealized player baseay not take issue with the
representation of minorities in games, many other player communities, in particular the
GLBTQ community, have adopted wHatindérrefers to as transgssive play, which she
describes ayplayagai nst t he oOideal 6 or O6i mplieddé pl
and bending the rules in ways not anticipated by design...as innovation and, possibly,
subversion, of finding, exploring and exploiting loojgs in the game fabridSundén

2009, p. 2)
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2.2 Analytical Methods for Studying Character Creation Interfaces

A relatively understudied aspect of online identigre characte creation interfaces.
Critical analysis of these interfaces is largdigcursive providing narrative accounts of
limitations on selrepresentation that are strongly grounded in relevant theories, but fall
short at producing productive discourses tlmattextualize these results in a meaningful
way. A small numbepf studies have provided data in terms of interface analysisre
analytical methods have largely involved the counting of available customization options
in order to produce quantitativetdgConsalvo, 2003b; Pace 2008)

To reiterate from Chapter Pace(2008)utilized this counting method across all
customization options inWorld of Warcraft to determine the total number of
permutations available to players by race and sex. The total numpermofitations is
derived by counting all choices available for all customization options and multiplying
them together to determine how many quantifiably unique avatar combinations exist.
This method was extended to four other kightasy themed games 9@, reveaing
the differewes between avatars and presentuajuable discourse describing how
socially exclusive values (marginalization of minorities by making it impossible to create
representative avatargjere coded within the game@ace, et al., 2009)he authors
notal that only those interfaces which had interfagdgets, such as lists and buttons,
that could be easily counted were includ&her widgets such alour palates, and
continuous sliders present customization options in ways that are not accessible to

counting methods. Sample widgets that are not easily counted are shienyare?.
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Figure 2. Sample Interface Widgets that cannot be easily counted. Pictured here aret@angular
slider (Rift), various colour boxes (ord of the Rings Online) and a two sets of discreet slider widgets

(Guild Wars 2and Demon's Souls

While the counting metid has generated productive critiques surrounding the
limitations found in specific character creation interfaces, the method is limited in
producing meaningful data between games. While one game may present users with more
unique avatar permutations thanother, data derived from the counting method does not
speak to the quality of customization choices available, nor to their range. In other words,
games which offer "more" choices than others do not necessarily offer better ones. Also,
it is equally impetant to study not only what choices are presentetthbw they are
presented

A recent study presented by Dietrich2013 systematically examined the range,
or lack thereof, of ethnic representation in both onlime @ffline RPGs(Dietrich, 2013)

Using Von Luschan's chmatic scale (shown iRigure3), Dietrich studieds5 character
creaton interfaces in order to explore each game's affordance for racial expréssion
Dietrich's studyVon Luschan's chromatic scale is distributed as follows, vattes 1- 5
belonging to Category, land tones 29 36 belonging to Category VI. In Dietrich's
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findings, 40% of games in the study had no option to change skin colour (the fixed colour
was always a Caucasian skin tone) and the ability to create a Category IV, V, or VI skin

tone was reporteds 24.6%, 27.7%, and 7.7% respectively.

10 19
11 20
12 21
13 22
14 23
15 24
16 25
17 26

Figure 3. Von Luschan's chromatic scale
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The study of game interfaces is important since these interfaces remediate culture
and communicate ideologies to playéiere,| amnot just concerned with usability as in
traditional HCI research, but also understagdthe ways in which game interfaces
remediate culture and communicate ideologies to plagassalvo and Dubin explain:
"[e]xamining the interface (and going beyond elegance of design or ease of use) lets
researchers determine how free players arexperanent with options within a game.
Alternately, it can help us see what information is privitegend what informations
absent odifficult to find" (Consalvo & Dutton, 2006 Concerning avatar custoration,

critical interface study should include analysis of what choices are present, what choices
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are absent, what the default configurations are, and how users are invited to play with
these configurations. In terms of the lattelpok to the widgetginteraction elemest
within the graphicalser interfaceindividually.

Nakamura2002)describs the ways in which interfaceidgets constraia user's
ability to expess their identity onlineShe referred to this phenomenon as "menwen
identities"; the ways in which design "...reveals assumptions about a useranchce
ethnicity" (Nakamura, 2002, pl01) For example, as a Japangsmerican, Nakamura
found it difficult to use web portals to create an accurate online identity for herself. Many
of the web portals she used included an option for indicating her ethnic identity, but the
widget she was presentedtlvwould only allow her to choose Japanese or American, not
both. The type of widget chosen by the designer, and the limitations it imposed on her
online identity, presents a hegemonic view of identity and limits the user in their ability
to craft an onhe identity. The system simply did not afford a mixed ethnic iderAgy.
Nakamura suggests, "[c]yberspace's interfaces are perfectly hegemonic, in the sense that
they are enforced and informed by dominant ideologies, however unconscious, as well as,
to amuch lesser extent, infrastructure and design limitatiidakamura, 2002, 1.35).

Notably missing from any of theelated workis the analysis ofny interfaces
contahing widgetswhich are nbeasily counted, such as those picture&igure2. For
example, games that use colour wheels @ohgle sliders in their character creation
interfaces allow for fingrained modificationghat are not as easily counted but are

equally important to researchers and game desigbess notable exception by Isaksson
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(2012) presents an overview of the Character Creation Interfaces of 4 different games:
World of Warcraft, Star Trek Online, City ofekbes, and, Dungeons and Dragons
Online. The widgets used in each game are so completely different that an analysis of the
guantity or quality of choices available using previous methods would fail to offer any
meaningful discussion of the differences acle system. Insteadsaksson focuses only

on thefeatureghatare customizable in each game. A sample of this analysis can be seen

in Figure4. Sample analysis by Isaksson (2012).

Choices WoW STO CoH DDO
General
Realm X X X
Faction X
Race X X X
Class X X X
Path X X X
Play style X X
Gender X X X X
Background X X

Figure 4. Sample analysis by Isaksson (2012).

The value of this analysis lies in its simplicity, and thus its adaptability. Each time
a new game is added to the analysis, a new category can be added to account for any
novel customization options it offers. Thasalysis, while highly simplistic, also makes
visible the options that are not present in other games. The flexibility of this system to
adapt to other games and interfaces is appealing, but the data it produces is not quite
nuanced enough famy purposes| not only want a way to compare the Character

Creation Interfaces of different games, but also a way to slewtltre interface widgets

for each of these customization options #fs
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Despite its limitations, the coting method is still valuable as it provides
guantitative data about the differences between the different playable characters within
the same game, and also draws our attention to unusually high or low quantities of
customization options for a given traHowever, the counting method fails games
scholars in two ways: firstly, it is only capable of providing meaningful data within a
single game. To say that one game offers 8 skin tones and another offers 200 does not
make for a meaningful comparison, gntdoes not describe the nature of those choices
or how they are presented to users. Secondly, the counting method does not work for all
interface widgets, meaning that many games can, and have (e.g., see Pace et al., 2009) are
excluded from analysis. Wi these limitations in mind, it is important to note that | am
not only interested in what customization options are available to users, but also how
those options are presented to them and how the mechanics of customization shape the
appearance of theavatars. Here, a more detailed method of analysis, one that is robust

enough tanalyze any widget argtoduce meaningful data between games is needed.

2.3 Theoretical Framing

2.3.1 Actor-Network Theory

This dissertation is both methodologically and analyticalgmied byActor-Network
Theory (ANT).Along with Michel Callon(1997)and John Law2004) Bruno Latour is
one of the primary developers of adtoetwork theory (1987, 1992, 2005) a

controversialapproach to research in tecial sciences which not onigcludes non
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humans in the studgf social phenomena, but considers the ways in which both humans
and norhumans form a network of matersémiotic relations.

In his study of social phenomena, Latour is concerned primarily with our interest
as researchers in 'the social', especiallthaswvord itself has been problematized within
the social sciences. The issue, he argues, is that the word 'social' began to "mean a type of
material, as if the adjective was roughly comparable to other terms like ‘wooden’, 'steely’,
'biological’, ‘econonwal’, 'mental, ‘organizational’, or 'linguistic™ (Latour, 2005, p. 1). He
goes on to suggest that "[a]t that point, the meaning of the word breaks down since it now
designates two entirely different things: first, a movement during a process of
assemblingand second, a specific type of ingredient that is supposed to differ from other
materials”(Latour, 2005p. 1). Thus, he argues, that to only study that which has come to
represent ‘the social' actually excludes other relevant actors necessary in truly
understanding social processes.

Looking to ANT, Latour aims to redefine sociology "not as the 'sciendbeof
social’, but as the tracing of associations... a type of connection between things that are
not themselves sociaflLatour, 2005, p5). The emphasis here is not only on the "tracing
of associations” within the network of social phenomena, but also in being able to
identify all of the actors who contribute to the same social phenomena, whether human or
northuman. Through studying this networked association of adtatsur argues that

social scientists can truly study the social.
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The actors identified in social phenomena have traditionally been human
participants, perhaps due the fact that our agenag a fundamental property of our
humanness. Thi®cus on athropocentric discoutsalds true not only within the field of
sociology, but also within the fieddof game studies andHCIl. ANT differs from
traditional approaches in that it involves the cantrsial attribution of agency to non
humans. Latour argues that the exclusion ofimamans in the past was "not only due to
the definition of the social used by sociologists, but also to the very definition of actors
and agencies most often chosé@rétour, 2005, p71). He goes on to suggest:

"If action is limited a priori to what ‘intentional,
'meanindul’ humans do, it is hard to see how a hammer, a
basket, a door closer, a cat, a rug, a mug, an list, or a tag
could act. They might exist in the domain of 'material’
‘causal’ relations, but not in the 'reflexive’ 'symbolic’ domain
of social relations. Bgontrast, if we stick to our decision to
start from the controversies altactors and agencies, then
any thingthat does modify a state of affairs by making a
difference is an actewor, if it has no figuration yet, an
actant. Thus, the questions to askout any agent are
simply the following: Does it make a difference in the
course of some other agent's action or not? Is there some
trial that allows someon® detect this difference?” (Latour,
2005, p.71)

Much of the aforementioned related work on tavacustomization is
anthropocentridDucheneaut, et al., 2009; Kafai, et al., 2010b; Carman Neustaedter &
Fedorovskaya, 2008)The relationship between human and the customized avatar is
unproblematically presenteas an account of intentional user behaviours, positioning

player avatars as objects whose customization is informed by one of three or four

motivational archetypegypically in relation to the desire for, or distancing from,
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identity fidelity. Any effectthe interface may have on the resultant avatar is framed in
terms of interface complexitfDucheneaut, et al., 2009y lack thereof(Kafai, et al.,
2010a) Character creation interfaces, like hammers and cats, can and do have an
observable effect on the choices a user makes to create his or her avatar. The effect is not
a unidirectional one in which a user arrives at an interfate fixed plans for how their
avatar will look Avatars are the result of an interplayseries of actions and interactions
between users and interfaces. These interactions are influenced by a variety of factors,
including affordances, constraints, assumptidesjgns, and experiences.

The role that the computer and its constituents plays in these interactions is an
important part of understanding the resultant social phenomanaitierge from their
use.l have chosen to mobilize ANT as a means to reposit@npater interfaces as
actors who contribute to the creation of an avatar in games and social virtual worlds.
ANT is offered as a theoretical framiig means to access actors that have been
previously underprivileged and subsequently undertheorized imetated work. ANT
also informs the methodology of the two user studies presented in this dissertation. These
methodologies are outlinad more detail in Chapters 4 andb&t should be discussed
briefly here in terms of ANT.

Methodologically, how does ordo ANT research? Latour proposes thaANT
is simply an attempt to allow the members of contemporary society to have as much
leeway in defining themselves #hat offered by ethnographérgLatour, 2005, p41).

ANT is successful when it can theorize about an observable social phenomena through a
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tracing of its associations (through the agtetwork}-navigating complexity, rather than

a providing an ovesimplified, positivist account that is presented as being "true" or
"false" of the so@l phenomena under studywould argue that any tools that allow for
the collection of data that might assist tesearcher in making these matesamiotic
relationships accessible should be utilized.

The studies presented in Chaptdr and 5 are microethnographic latased
studies in which participants are invited to create player avatars. The studies ingolve th
use of video recordings, screen capture, interviews, and surveys. One might argue that a
lab-based study is inherently incapable of producing authentic ANT discourses since it
removes the actors from the more authentic network and places them in iaralbytif
constructed one. Such an argument is really one of internal versus external (or ecological)
validity. Arguably, there is always a tradé when one chooses an internally valid
design over an externally valid one. The problem is largely one aiyigsi: internally
valid studies tend to produce truths about controlled phenomena and externally valid
studies produce discourses that are more generalizable. However, ANT has absolutely
nothing to do with producing truths, no matter how generalizabtejsaimstead a labour
of allowing actors todeploy the full range of controversies in which they are immersed"
(Latour, 2005, p23). It is the job of the ANT researcher not to emerge from the network
with a more authentic positivist account than that of another sociology, but to "trace
connectiondetweerthe controversies themselves rather than try tadddrow to settle

any given controversy"(Latour, 2005, p.23). Controversies may refer to the
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controvesies that arise when predetermined networks are imposed upon groups of actors,
or they may also refer to the controversies that arise between related work and the
resultant actenetworks uncovered by the ANT researcher.

It may seem even more controvels@take up ANT as a theoretical framing and
methodological informant and then subsequently propose an analytical framework for the
study of character creation interfacas,| have done in Chaptey 3ut at some point, all
research, even that which isanrmed by ANT must find its way out of the mess with
some story to tell or contribution to make. As Latour notes, "[tlhe search for order, rigor,
and pattern is by no means abandoned. It is simply relocated one step further into
abstraction'(Latour, 2005, p23). If all research, even ANT research, still results in the
production, or acknowledgement, of fgahs, how does ANT not participate in the same
ontological politics of positivism that Latour and others so passionately distance it from?
The problem with the motivational factors outlined in the related Wbdcheneaut, et
al., 2009; Kafai, et al., 2010b; Carman Neustaedter & Fedorovskaya, i2008) that
they are meaningless or unproductiiee problem arises when they are accepted as
complete descriptions of social phenomena and then mobilized by a#hiers

In order to carefully navigate the space between ontological politics and the need
to producesomediscursive account of the phenomena under study, Latour proposes that
an ANT scholar should endeavour to choose labels or names for the phenomena they
describe that are as "meaningless” as possible so as to not speak for the actors. Terms that

are too specific or carry too much ontological baggage may adenibed meaning to
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the explanations offered\s Latour suggests, "ANT prefers to use what coddcalled
aninfra-language which remains strictly meaningless except for allowing displacement
from one frame of reference to the nettatour, 2005, p30). With this in mind, the
framework described in the following chapter was designed to be as flexible as possible
while still offering a high degree of analytical rigout. was designed to produce
meanngful comparisons and codirigetween different games while still being capable of
accounting for novel interface widgets in future gamédse codes that appear within
categorieof the frameworlare also open to additiorsjbtractions, and reworkings. The
frameworkwas designed to be as flexible as possible while attempting to provide other
researchers interested in character creation interfaces with a framework to help illustrate
some of the properties associated with the widgets under study.

In any ANT gudy, the researcher is one actor in the network; one who proposes
the theories, names the other actors, and traces the network, making its nodesarisible
invisible. John Law describes this process as ontological politics. As Law suggests, "[i]
an onblogical politics we might hope, instead, to make some reatgiger, others less
so" (Law, 2004 p. 67). Even though unintentional, the researcher shapes the network,
chooses which nodes to elevate to the status of 'actor' and which actors are worth
studyng. In Chapter 6 | set forth to address ontological politics via an autoethnographic

study.
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2.3.2 Affordances

Thereworked relationship of actors and ageasyoffered by ANTis an important one,

as | am also interested in the study afterface affordancesThe term affordance
originated with the work of Gibso(l977, 1979)and was later adopted by the HCI
community through the work of Donald Norm&t©88) Within the HCI community,
interpretations of the concept of affordances have become increasingly diverse since
Gibson's work(Kaptelinin & Nardi, 2012) Despite nuanced conceptual shifts, the term
has generally held to refer taction possibilitiesafforded by the environment. ANT
challenges the way we consider character creation interfaces. Through their afforldances,
arge that they too are actors; actors tmtonstructan online identity with the user.

Much of the literature on avatar customization not only privileges human actors
over norhuman actors, but also privileges user choice (via the process of avatar
customzation) over interface affordances. Player avatars are discussed in terms of
identity fidelity or the kinds of avatars users like to create, as though they arrive at
character creation interfaces already knowing what kind of avatar they will end up
making Suchman(2006) examines the tension between interactimmd intention,
challenging "traditional assumptions regarding purposeful action and shared
understanding'(Suchman, 2006, p69). Using the term "situated action”, Suchman
proposes that the actions we take when interacting with interfaces depends on "material
and social circumstancegSuchman, 2006, 0). In the context of avatar creation, even

if users do arrive at these interfaces with customization strategies in mind, the avatar they
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create is a result of situational circumstances that corgdbtd the creative process,
including cesituated players and interface affordances.

Affordances are one facet of situated actions. The affordances of avatar creation
interfaces challenge the assumption of plans with regard to avatar customization. This is
not to say that users indiscriminately customize their avatars. Commonalities in player
avatars across games have been noted, a phenomenon referred to by Celia Pearce as a
"transludic identity” - however, even Pearce notes that interface affordancdatethe
expression of these identitiéBearce & Artemesia, 2009a)

Anthropologist James Wertsqii998) reconcepialises mediation (the tension
between human actors and, in this case, computer interfaces) in terms of how systems
may limit, rather than facilitate, action. In particular, Wertsch draws attention to the ways
in which computer interfaces shape interactiamd potentially limit the ways in which
we represent ourselves. He explains:

"Most discussions of mediation view it in terms of how it
empowers or enables action... However, a narrow focus on the
kinds of empowerment provided by cultural tools give®uly

a partial picture and one that is benign in an important sense. It
does so because it overlooks a coumtgling, though equally
inherent, characteristic of mediational meamamely, that they
constrain or limit the forms of action we undertak@/ertsch,
1998, pp38 - 39).

To date, research on usmeated avatars tend to frame the interface in, as
Wertsch suggest a benign and incomplete wanterfaces are discussed in terms of

gualty and quantity of choices available to players, but are ultimately framed as tools

that facilitate the customization of a digital avato. while it is tempting to understand
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avatar creation interfaces in terms of how they enable users to create tangzitheir
own avatars, it is important not to overlook the ways in which these same interfaces also
limit representation

Mobilizing ANT has already been adopted by a few in game studies (e.g., see
Giddings, 200; Giddings & Kennedy, 2008faylor, et al., 2012)By leveling all actors,
human and nchuman, to the same status, an ANT approach allows us to view the
network of actors and trace their associations more readily than an approach that ascribes
hierarchie to its objects of study. As Latour suggests, by "render[ing] the social world as
flat as possible'(Latour, 2005, p.16), it becomes possible to view all nodes in the
network of a given social phenomena&ven those nodes which have previously been
overlooked or rendered invisible through research.

Returning briefly to Norman's (1999) perceived affordandesorder for a
character creation interface to fulfil a the desired representational composition, the
interface must not only allow for the desired avatar to be built, but users must also
perceive that this is possible. Kannengiesser and Gero (2012)bdeuee different
kinds of affordances relating to perception: reactive, hidden, and refldixigsethe first
of these kinds that | am most interested in. Kannengiesser and Gero eXplaeactive
affordance is an action possibility that is sededdrom among a set of action possibilities.
The process of selection is independent
expected classes of concepts. Variations over time are often the result of the user

acquiring new knowledge from previous interans” (Kannengiesser & Gero, 2012, p.
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54). Thus, in my study of affordances, | am not only interested in the range and
presentation of customization options available, but also how users interact with and
negotiate these affordances. &s ANT scholar, | am not interested in the huroathe

nonhuman, | am interested in the hunamdthe norhuman.

2.3.3 Feminist and Gender Theory

Massively Multiplayer Online Game$IMOGs) and Virtual Worlds YWSs) are said to

be the modern graphical variant; textdriven Multi-User Dungeons (MUDs)To
repeat, arly work on seHrepresentation in MUDs reveals that there were multiple
genders available to playerstapers could choose to be gendered, gendetral, or
gendesplurd (Bruckman, 1996; Reid, 19960 modern character creation interfaces,
players are often limited to the gender binary of male/female, conflating biological sex
with gender via interface text. Théstinction between sex and gender is made in feminist
theory(Butler, 1990) butgender is still used as a formal variant for sex even in academic
papers today(Haig, 2004) This language is relevant in the context of avat
customization, where several CCls use the term gender when they really offer a binary
choice between male and fem@iécArthur, 2014)

Many of the aspects of identity construction and-sgifesentation are now
shared between user and character creation interface. These interfaces are designed to
offer specific customization options to users in v@pgcific ways. Where text allows for
an array of gender identities, modern character creation interfaces are designed-with pre

packaged options for sexed bod{gsndén 2009) Mobilizing the work of Butle(1990)
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| argue that interfaces that only allow for the production of heteronormative bodies act as
"regulatory regimes", forcing users to create online identity within a rigid binary
system. This isn't to say that players do not find creative ways to play with gender in spite
of these limitationgSundén, 2009however| argue that there is no technological reason
for these constraints, rather, they are the product of regulatory regimes.

Take, for instance, the male and female bodies of two rad&eild of Warcraft
from the alpha testing pise and the final public release showrrigure5 (Rubenstein,
2007) In the alpha version, the degree of sexual dimorphism, the ppenadr
observable difference between the two sexes is minimal. Sexual dimorphism occurs in a
number of animal species in nature. Common types of dimorphism are observable
differences in size, colour, or ornamentation. In the publically released versitwe of
game, racial ornamentation, such as Tauren horns or Troll tusks are significantly smaller,
almost nonexistent, on the female avatars. More importantly, while the male bodies may
be large and muscular, they are more bestial than their female coustefer shape
and proportions of the female bodies are representative of Western ideals of feminine
beauty (Pace, 2008) This change was in response to player feedback during Alpha
testing, in which players complained about the ugly appearance of the females avata

(Rubenstein, 2007)
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Current

Figure 5. Tauren and Troll races (male and female) in WoW. Alpha testing versions shown on the left

and current versions shown a the right (Rubenstein, 2007).

The heteronormative and stereotypical gendering of avatar bodies (breasts on
females, muscles on males) is not limited to their visual deSigndén addresses this

issueof gendemore specitally in avatar design. She \es,"[t|he design of avataiis
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how they look, move, feel, fight, jump, speak, laugh, flirt, danceiespeaks volumes
about social and cultal perceptions asexed bodies(Sundén, 2009, (). This position

not only highlights visual aspects of avatar design, but also the performative aspects of
gender that are evident iather scripted aspects of outward identggrformance
(Sundén, 2009)Scripts in this sense not only refer to the scripted vocalized gendered
performances enacted by voice actors, but also the computers sgapérning the
avatar's body language. For the most part, males and femalésric of Warcraftare
scripted to perform all aspects of gender in a heteronormative (often to extremes) manner.
Two exceptions, the blood elf male and the orc female, perfoate femininity and
female masculinity respectively, albeit in a tongreheekmanner{Sundén, 2009)

The problematic representation ggnderin compuer and video games has been
linked to the fact that the demographic makeup of the game industry itself is primarily
male heterosexualand largely Caucasian. In 2005, the International Game Developers
Association published a report on the demographic omkaf the games industry
(IGDA, 2005) Results of the survey revealed th& 36 of participants in the survey
were male, 83.3% of participants were Caucasian, and 92% of participants identified as
heterosexua(lIGDA, 2005) The demographic makeup of the game industry has been
highlighted in the literature as a primary force reinforcing the industgtnological,
commercial, and cultural investments & particular definition of games and play,
creating a cyclical system of supply and demand in which alternate producty efela

marginalized and devalue@Fron, Fullerton, Ford Mori, & Pearce, 2QG¥. J).
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The makeup of the game industry does contribute to the mobility ofceateed,
heteronormative production, but normative notions of gender are also deeply engrained
within society as well. The afementioned changes to the female Trolls and Tauren
occurred in response to player reactions during Alpha testing. This inverted effect speaks
volumes of the cultural significance of normative bodies, and illustrates how we have
been easily distracted byehallure of the demographic/hegemony position. Character
creation interfaces give players access to customization functions, but these functions are
grounded in computer code, which are, in turn, grounded in heteronormativity. This
hetornormativity is premt in multiple societal and sociotechnical systems. Thus, we
argue that the majority of character creation interfaces typically reify what Butler refers
to as a "universal rationalityButler, 1990, p.9), presenting players with a range of
choices that exist within a range of options that is deemed acceptable both by the
majority of developers and the majority of players. These options are often conflated with
gender viainterface labels, but generally boil down to a binary choice between male or
female(Shaw, 2015)

This binary is explored in the work of Sadie Plant, who wyritdse zeros and
ones of machine code seeam offer themselves as perfect symbols of the orders of
Western reality, the ancient and logical cod@&dant, 1997, p34). Plant suggests that the
relationship between males and females is reflected in the relagdretiveen ones and
zeros, where females are commonly absent in-chaheinated society. We often see this

relationship reflected in character creation interfaces as well, where many games that
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allow for players to create male or female avatars are prelseittea male avatar as the
default(Consalvo, 2003ajThis positions women as the other, theozerrelation to the
one. Arguably, it is easy for players to choose to play female playehut the player
must actively choose to play as female, or not as the male; the predestined norm.

explore this relationship as well my analysis in the fowing chapter.
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Chapter 3 The Avatar Affordances Framework

The primary motivation of this research is to explore the affordances of avatar creation
interfaces. While these systems have previously been studied in terms of content (e.g.,
ethnic diversity or lack #reof) or complexity (e.g., high/low fidelity), few have
systematically studied these interfaces in terms of affordances. Starting with an existing
framework in HCI, thé=undion-BehaviourStructureframework(Gero, 1990)| propose

an analytical framework to address some of the aforementionedtiomggresent in the
research methods the scholars whose work | exploredchapter 2

In order toensurethat terminology is consistent with the HCI and gaming
literature | have also presented descriptions of the different classifications of interface
widgets encountered during this research. This list is by no means exhaustive, but draws
heavily fromthe literature in order to align with the technological documentation and
specifications set out in that disciplin€hese terms are not only used in isolating
individual widgets for coding with the framework, but also for addressing design
practices for gme developers.

In this chapter, | presemndetailed analyses of six different game interfaces
illustrating how the Avatar Affordances Framework can be used to analyze the ways in
which selfrepresentatioms mediated bycharacter creation interfacdsollowing this, |
apply the framework to 14 additional games in order to investigate more broadly how

gender and ethnicity are presented to players across multiple genres.
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3.1 Classification of Widgets

Prior to discussing the framework, it is important to prowadelassification of widgets
that have appeared in various character creation interfaces. These widgets are also found
in the interfaces that are analyzed in this dissertation. Where possible, terminology has
first been culled from thelCl and games literate

Buttons are graphical elements that allow users to trigger an event or make a
selection, either by "pressing" them with the mouse cursothar input methogOlsen,
1998) Buttons are one of the most common graphical elements encountered in character
creation interfaces. A number of button styles have emerged. In order to distinguish
between these different button styles, the following descriptors have been selected for use
within the Avatar Affordances Framework: previgyortrait, glyph,swatch,and avatar.
Preview buttons provide a detailed preview of the effect the button will have on the
current avatar configuration. For example, an interface that uses preview buttons for
hairstyles will show what the user's current avatar will look like if they choose the
hairstyle associated with that button. This preview is integrated into the button widget
itself. Portrait buttons are stylized portraits that are representative of aehaihin the
interface, but do not resemble the player's avabmfore or after the selection. Portrait
buttons are often used to make a more general selection early on, such as the choice of
avatar race or sex, but do not resemble the avatar thdtewjenerated by the interface
following its selection. Portrait buttons may also be presented as more artistic than the

avatars that are generated by the interf&&lgph buttons are similar in function to
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preview buttons, but present the customizatiomoopas a flat, simplistic representation,
similar to that of a computer icokwatchbuttons are buttons that represent a single
colour selection among a limited number of colowsstly, | have chosen to use the
descriptoravatar to describe a button thas effectively a fully rendered avatar. Like
portraits, these buttons are generally stgasdfor much broader selections that are made
early on, like choosing the race and sex of your avatar.

Sliders are horizontal or vertical element which allows tlser to select a value
within a given range by moving an indicator between the two ends of the \lgen,
1998) There are two kinds of sliders that are commonly used in intsrfdserete and
continuous sliderdiscretesliders allow the user to select one of agpecified number
of values within this rang&ontinuoussliders do not constrain the user's selection within
the range and allow for a greater amount of controt customization. Thus, while the
number of possible values presented loysareteslider can often be counted, the number
of possible values presented byamtinuousslider cannot. The kind of slider can often be
visually ascertained by examining thedsli for a series of equidistant ticks or marks
between the maximum andinimum values. However, some continuous slideeve
similar markings but still function as continuous sliders.

Triangular slider s are a relatively new alternative to the standarceslgidget.
Triangular slidersallow users to modify a given attribute within three maximum
parameters. Similar to traditional sliders, users interact with triangular sliders by

positioning an indicator anywhere within the range of possible values. Aufaarsiider
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allows users to find a balance between three interrelated extremes, providing a greater
deal of flexibility in customization than traditional sliders. However, as with traditional
sliders, users are unable toake selections outside of the pegdrmined range.
Triangular sliders can also be presented as discrete or continuous, where discrete
triangular sliders usually present numerical values for the three variables based on the
placement of the indicator.

A colour wheel colour palette, or colour picker is a single widget used to select
the colour of a given attribute. These differ from swadghe buttons in that the buttons
are grouped widgets where each button represents a single colour choice, where a colour
wheel or colour palette is anglle widget that presents a range of choices to the user.
Depending on the complexity of this widget, it can present users with thousands or
millions of possible colour options.

Lists are textual descriptions of the choices presented to users for a gataref
Descriptors associated with the choices presented in a list may be nominal, descriptive, or
ordinal, where nominal items are named after a specific character, person, or group
associated with that choice, descriptive items are given a name thmattehaes the
choice in a way that is meaningful to the player, and ordinal items are given a name that
is more generic and has been assigned a number or other value to differentiate it from
other choices.

A small number of modern games allow players tanipulate their avatar's

features at the level of the avatar's body or méstesetools are referred tas mesh
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editors, which allow players to manipulate the shape of their avatar's body via a grabbing
metaphor Typical interaction involves placing theomsecursor on part of the avatar's
body andthen clickingand draging the mouse to manipulate the size and shapettu a
selectedeature(Kim & Park, 2014) Designers may choose to communicate which part
or parts of the body will be manipulated by highlighting the selected sections.

Some charactareation interfaces ugeoltips, either in lieu of an identifier, or in
addition to an identifier so as to provide additional information to the user. This
information may consist of further instructions on the function or behaviour of the
widget, or datiled information about the selected choice (e.g., the name of the selected
colour). Tooltips appear when the cursor is left to hover over a specified object without
selecting it. During this time, the tooltip appears, usually as a small hovering bdkaear
associated widget. Tooltips are an important object of study since they may help users in

understanding the affordances of various elements within the character creation interface.

3.2 The Function-Behaviour-Structure Framework

John Gero's research grobips published a number of papers on tReindion
BehaviourStructureframework- a design ontology aimed at providing a foundational
framework for analyzing the design process as well as designed objects (e@Geseg,
1990, 2002; Gero & Kannengiesser, 2004; Kannengiesser & Gero, 2012; Rosenman &
Gero, 1998) While the components of the framework have been refined and modified
over more than two decades of publication, the FBS framework provides a starting poin

for systematically analyzing a variety of character creation interfaces. The existing
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dimensions of this frameworKunction, behaviourand structure, are outlined in the

following section and are presented in the context of avatar creation interfaces.

3.3 The Avatar Affordances Framework

Using theFunctionrBehaviourStructure EBS) framework as a starting point, | am able

to isolate each widget present in an avatar creation interface and code it for its igeractiv
properties. Coding therallows me to therdraw comparisons between the function,
behaviour, and structure of widgets in different games that serve the same purpose.
Within the context of avatar customization, | have defined the components of the
frameworkas follows noting how they appear withmy framework:

A Functioni the purpose(s) for thinterface widge(e.g, modify height, select
hairstyle, etg.

A Behaviour i attributes derivable from the widget (e,g.adjusts value
incrementally choose 1 of options, etq.

A Structurei the type ofinterface widgt (e.g., slider, button.etc.). Additional
specifications pertaining to the widget are appended with a colon (e.g., slider:
discrete). Lastly, when the number of choices is derivable from the widget, this
number is indicated in round brackets immagely following the structure's name.

Using such a frameworéllows usto code character creation interfaces in a way
that is not only meaningful in terms of affordances, but also allows us to make
comparisons between gamdsowever, widgets possess athgroperties that are of
interest togames scholarshat are not currently available via this framework. For
example, how is the function of a widget disclosed to a player? Is there a default value for
each of the customization options? Which interfaceoaptare privileged over others?
Using FBS as a foundation fany framework, new components can be added as
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necessary to accommodate new and emerging research questionder to address
those questions that are interesting to méave added three cqmonents to Gero's
framework:ldentifier, Hierarchy, andDefault

1 Identifier i is the interface widget labeled in any way? If so, what text and/or
icons are used to convey its purpose?. (éegt: select a gender)

1 Hierarchy- a numerical value that indiezt how many levels deep a particular
widget is in relation to the customization section of the character creation
interface (e.g the number "2" indicates that the widget is part of assdbion
the number "0" indicates that it exists outside the cugtion sectioh

91 Default - indicates whether the widget consistently defauldb a particular
selection (e.gsex =male)

Widget identifiers are used to communicate the widget's purpose to the user.
Experienced gamers may be familiar with the affordarafemany of the widgets found
in character creation interfaces. However, novice gamers are not equipped with the same
knowledge and may rely more heavily on widget identifiers to discern a widget's purpose.
Additionally, with new advancements in game ifdees, even experienced gamers may
benefit from identifiers in order to generate their avatars. The presence or absence of a
label, as well as the words or images used to convey a widget's function is of interest to
me, since language is rarely, if evasignificant or without political weight.

Hierarchies in interfaces ar@lso significant, since the presentation of
customization options may be problematic. For example, some options may be hidden or
buried where others are prominé@onsalvo & Dutton, 2006)it is not a question as to
whether or not artifacts have political properties; researchers need only to study them to

uncove which political relationships oideologies with which they seem to be best
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aligned (Winner, 1986) | have chosen to use numeric values to indicate where
customization options are accessed in relation to the main character creation interface
(the shell menu in which digitalisual avatar customizan is presented). Interfaces that
contain all of these options within the same hierarchical level would be noted with a
value of 1 (in relation to the parent or "main" screen of the character creation interface).
Customization options that are accessethiwisubsections of this parent section are
indicated with a numeric value of 2, indicating a child relationship to the parent or "main”
screen. Lastly, any choices that are made about avatar customization before entering the
main screen are indicated tvia 0. The following image illustrates howisthcoding

would be done for th#lii Creator on the NintenddVii U console, which is discussed in

greater detail in Chapter 5

Select a gender

Level 0

Level 1

Level 2

Figure 6. Coding hierarchy in the Mii Creator interface.
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Coding widgets for their default values allows me to systematically note these
default values, as Consalvo did with the default whiteness of @mssalvo, 2003a)

While users are usually able to move away from these defaults via customization, the
defaults reveal assumptions about players that, even if not intentional, are significant and
should not g unstudied.Default values for gender and ethnicity are coded using
consistent descriptors (e.g., sex = Male, ethnici@aucasian)For sliders that populate
default values, | have chosen to use the temms max and med to indicate the
indicator's d&ult position within the given rangélowever more complex variables,

such as hairstyle or hair colour are highly subjective and could cause issues in consistent
coding between games. The problem arises when one is forced to decide whether to use
the keyvords provided by the gamthe Saints Rowranchise uses descriptive names for

all avatar hairstyles. Upon close examination of a number of game interfaces which do
just that, it became apparent that one game's "short" hairstyle for a female avatar was no
the same as another game's similarly named style. Additionally, what constitutes a short
or mediumlength style is highly subjective and varies from person to person.

One runs into a similar problem when attempting to code colours, for example,
for avatar hair. Many games provide players with hair colours that are naturally occurring
in real life, but the code behind these colours, as well as the slight differences in how they
are rendered on different displays, makes it difficult to pin down which 'fir@eross
numerous games is "light brown'and for games where the designers chose to provide

their own descriptive colour names, should these be assimilated into coding or not? In
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these cases and many others, a "yes" or "no" has been used in the codutigate
whether or not there is a default value for the customization option under study. This
helps to eliminate issues of cressmpatibility of the codes, as well as a great deal of

subjectivity on the part of the coder.

3.4 Games Used irthe DetailedAnalysis
Six games were selected for detailed analysis in this chafitese games werdasen
because of their differences both terms of the design of their character creation
interface as well as the different genres and play styles they represetireBlikdown of
genre, platform, number of players, and release date can be s€ehleril. World of
Warcraftwas chosen because of its popularity among game scholars. It is my hope that
by including it here, scholars who are féieni with the game will be better able to
interpret the data presented below. The other games were selected in an attempt to
represent the variety of avafansed games that are currently available on the market.
Some games were selected because they panteularly advanced character creation
systems, such as that foundERE Online. EVEOnline allows players to manipulate the
shape of their avatar's body at the level of the character naslinteraction style that
should test the extensibilitgf the framework. BothSkyrim and Saints RowlV were
selected because they each have relatively comprehensive avatar creation systems, and
have both ben enthusiastically received by the gaming community

RuneScapeas the longest running free MMO, making it ddgt accessible to

gamers who may not have access to a computer to install an MMO, or funds to pay for
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monthly feesSinceRuneScapeuns in the computer's Internet browser, scholars reading
this dissertation who wish to interact with the game's characéation interface can
readily do so without having to purchase or install a game clisagtly, Jam City
Rollergirls was selectetiothbecause it is a relatively simple interface to sfuaahylis far

more obscure compared to the other titles includedhia chapter, making i&an
interesting site of studyGames accessibility researchigimitris Grammenosiotes that
popular game interfaces are often the result of design practices that were borrowed from
existing games. As such, | am interested in studihegaffordances of games of varying
levels of popularity in order to ensure that the sample is as diverse as passibte.
games are available on multiple platforms, for this analysis the PC version of the game
was analyzed.

The Avatar Affordances Framerk is designed to be applied to any and all
widgets within a game's character creation interface. Within the body of this chapter |
have chosen to analyze the customization options available for four significant aspects of
avatar customization: gendethmicity, hair, and bodyideo games seem to have done a
fine job representing- albeit highly idealized- heterosexual white men. The
representation of ethnic minorities in games has been an ongoing issue in the games
industry. In many cases, these greugre either problematically represented, under
represented, or not represented at(ldlpgin, 2009; Kafai, et al., 2010a; Lee & Park,
2011) The related issue of gender and gendered bodies in games is equdibasigas

women face similar issues in how they are represented in games. Equally important in the
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study of gender and representation is the ways in which female bodies are often limited to
hypersexualized proportion8ehmMorawitz & Mastro, 2009; Burgess, Stermer, &
Burgess, 2007; Consalvo, 2003b; Downs & Sm05; Sundén, 2009Lastly, hair has
been identified as a trait that is particularly important to players as it is viewed as a "high
impact" feature cagble of making a statement in terms of seffresentation in games
(Ducheneaut, et al., 2009)

It should be noted that, in the table below "online mutiplayer" is not synonymous
with "massivelymultiplayer”, where the former refs toa playing arena or single
instance of the game world for a single game or round, where the latter refers to

persistent game worlds, hosted on servers, for a much larger scale of multiplayer play.

Table 1. List of games useddr detailed analysis in this chapter.

Game Genre Platform # of Players | Release Date
World of Fantasy PC/Mac Massively 2004 (most recent
Warcraft MMOG Multiplayer expansion in 2012
EVE Online | Space PC/Mac Massively 2003
simulation Multiplayer
MMOG
Sains RowV | Action- Playstation 3, | Single player, | 2013
adventure, Xbox 360, PC| multiplayer
urban crime
Jam City Sports, roller | Wii Ware Single player, | 2011
Rollergirls derby multiplayer
The Elder Action role Playstation 3, | Single player | 2011
Scrolls V: playing Xbox 360,PC
Skyrim
RuneScape 3 | Fantasy Java/HTML 5 | Massively 2013
MMOG Multiplayer
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3.4.1 World of Warcraft

Bl i zzar d E iMordroft Waicnaft(&/oWis&cwrrently the most popular
game of the MMOG genre,with nearly 8 million active player¢vVan Geel, 2014)
Because of its overwhelming popularitfyoWhas been the focus of a growing body of
academic workBardzell, Bardzell, & Nardi, @L1; Besiére, efal., 2007; Golub, 2007,
Langer, 2008; Victoria McArthur, et al., 2012; Nardi, 2010; Nardi & Harris, 2006)
Researchers have uséébWto explore a variety of topics including design choifés
McArthur, et al.,, 2010; Pace, 200&ocial play(Chen, 2009; Nardi & Harris, 2006)
expertise(McArthur, et al., 2012)and issues oface and gendefRubenstein2007;
Sundén, 2009)

World of Warcraftis the fourth game in the Warcraft franchise. The game takes
place in the fictional world of Aaroth. Players of WoW chooge play as one of two
warring factions: theAlliance or the Horde There are currently 13lgyable races in
WoW Six of these races are exclusively availableAtilance players with 6 of the
remaining races belonging to therde The games' fourth expansidvists of Pandaria
wasreleased in 2012 and introduced the 13th playable racgati@ren- a species of
anthropomorphic panda. Tipandarenare unique among playable races in that they can

belong to either thalliance or theHorde
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Figure 7. Gameplay inWorld of Warcratft.

World of Warcraftwas selected for atysis largely because of its pervasiveness
in the literaturelt is my hope that this makes the avatar affordances data easier to situate
within the growing body of games studies research and makes the data for any less

familiar games easier to assimilate

Character Creation Interface

As the avatar creation system loadsm World of Warcraff it generates a randomly
configured avatar across all character dimensions. The first choice in creating a new
character is a simultaneous decision of both race aibriaOnce aplayer makes this
selection,he or shecan then navigate through the available avatar appearance options

using the list on the upper left corner of the screen. The selection of any one feature from
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this list results in the population of alailable options in the panel on the right hand
side of the screen. These options are shown as preview style buttons in which the player
can see what each available choice would look like on the current avatar configuration.
Players can use arrows locat@dthe top and bottom of this panel to navigate through
multiple options. These preview style buttons are used for all customization options
found in the lefthand menu, with the exception of the "Gender" buttons at the top of the

menu.
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Figure 8. Character creation interface inWorld of Warcraft Shown here is a randomized human

female avatar.

In the table below, | present the Avatar Affordances data for a human female

avatar inWorld of Warcraft.
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Table 2. Avatar Affordances data for a human female avatar inWorld of Warcraft.

Identifier | Function | Behaviour | Structure Hierarchy | Default
Gender | Gender Select sex| Choose 1 | Button(2) |1 None
of 2
options
Ethnicity | Skin color | Select Choose 1 | Button: 1 None
skin of 10 preview(10)
colour options
Body N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A
Hair Hair style | Select hairf Choose 1 | Button: 1 None
style of 19 preview(19)
options
Hair color | Select hairf Choose 1 | Button: 1 None
colour of 10 preview(10)
options

World of Warcraftgenerats a randomized avatar each time the character creation
interface is loaded. He character creation interfade relatively simple, favouring
preview buttons over swatches or lists. The interface also provides text to label all of the
available options. Ne that players cannot modify the shape of their avatar's body. Male

and female avatar bodies are-piesigned and remain fixed.

3.4.2 EVE Online

EVE Onlineis a MassivelyMultiplayer space simulatiomleveloped by CCP
Games and released in May 208Ryers pild customized star ships through thousands
of galaxies and can participate in a number efjame professions and activities
including mining, piracy, trading, exploration, and combat. The game takesrptaee

than 21,000 years in the future. Populatioongh on Earth has forced mankind to look
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beyond Earth for resources and colonize the rest of the Milky Way galaxy. Despite this
expansion, fighting over resources continues. The discovery of a natural wormhole
leading to an unexplored galaxy named "NewrEdsfers new territory for colonization.
Unfortunately, the wormhole collapses, cutting off the colonies of New Eden from the
rest of humanity. The game's five factions represent the five major societies that rose to
prominence from those initial colonssin New Eden. These factions are #marr
Empire theCaldari State the Gallente Federationthe Minmatar Republi@and theJove
Directorate Since the initial release &VE Online,CCP has added twenty expansions to

the game, free of charge to players.
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Figure 9. Fighting enemies and destroying NPC pirates in EVE Online.
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Despite its ageEVE Onlineis still relatively understudied compared to other
MMOGs (Bergstrom, Carter, Woodford, & Paul, 2013he persistent world is player
driven and has a steep learning curve, making it difficult for novice players to participate
(Paul, 2011) It has been argued that this barrier is further maintained by a plethora of
playercreated "newbie guidesthat are intentionally obtuse in an effort to further

maintain the gamelsomogeneouplayer bas€Bergstrom, 2013)

Character Creation Interface

Avatar customization was not includéd the original release of the game, but
was added later on. Initially, players could choose adpme/n portrait to represent
themselves wgame. The release of thHacursion patch in 2011 introduced a highly
comprehensive 3D character creation interfal@s interface is shown in the figure

below.

CUSTOMIZATION
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Figure 10. Character creation interface in EVE Online.

In addition to providing players with standard customization options via common
widgets such as sliders, tl&/E Onlinecharacte creationinterface allows players to
modify the appearance of their avatar by accessing the character's polygon timesh
wire frame that comprises the avatar body's shape. Doing so commands a great deal of
computational power from the player's computart also allows players to haweore
control over their avatar's morphology. Whétorld of Warcraftprovides its players
with one body shape per sex/race combination, avatar bodi&gErOnlinearefar more

malleable.
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Figure 11. Editing the player avatar's body meshvia the mesh editor.
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The above screenshot illustrates this functionality. Placing the mouse cursor over
different sections of the avatar's body reveals the different sections of the body that can
be manipulated. He, the abdominal wall is selected for manipulation. By clicking and
dragging the mouse, the player can modify the size and prominence of these features. It is
for this reasorEVE Onlinewas included in this analysis. Giving players access to the
mesh measmoving beyond sliders and buttons to utilize more complex interaction tools.
Analysis of EVE Onlines character creation interface with the Avatar Affordances
Frameworkshould test the robustness of the framewdithe table below contains the

Avatar Affordances data for the Caldari female.

Table 3. Avatar Affordances data for a Caldari female avatar inEVE Online.

Identifier Function | Behaviour Structure Hierarchy | Default
Gender | I and || Select Choose 1 of | Button: avatar(2) | 0 None
sex 2 options
I and I Select Choose 1 of | Button 1 Player
sex 2 options selected
Ethnicity | Complexion| Select Choose 1 of | Colour wheel(12) | 1 Yes
skin 12 options
colour
Body Muscularity | Adjust Adjusts value| Slider: continuous| 1 Min
avatar incrementally
build
Weight Adjust Adjusts value| Slider: continuous| 1 Med
avatar incrementally]
height
None Adjust Manipulate | Mesh editor 1 Med
calves avatar mesh
None Adjust Manipulate | Mesh editor 1 Med
thighs avatar mesh
None Adjust Manipulate | Mesh editor 1 Med
hips and | avatar mesh
glutes

78




None Adjust Manipulate | Mesh editor Med
abdomen| avatar mesh

None Adjust Manipulate | Mesh editor Med
arms and| avatar mesh
shoulders

None Adjust Manipulate | Mesh editor Med
breasts | avatar nesh

Hair Hair Select Choose 1 of | Button: Yes

hairstyle | 23 options preview(23)

Root color | Select Choose 1 of | Button: Yes
hair 22 options | swatch(22)
colour

Hair color | Select Choose 1 of | Button: Yes
hair 28 options | swatch(28)
colour

The mesh editos a relatively novel interaction technique for avatar creation seen

in very few games Sporeis one other notable example, originally release2008. The

inclusion of a mesh editaloes not inherently make an avatar creation sysieynmore

complex than one that uses sliders or buttahs the degree of freedonthe uppermost

and lowermost predesigned constraktisat the widget allows players to work within. In

EVE Onlinefor example, it is possible to isolate the avatartportions and reshajteas

desired- to a degree. It is possible to make the breasts smaller or larger thaapfesy

by default, to manipulate the degree to which they are affected by gravity. However, the
avatar's breasts can never be made to desapphis is a constraint that has been built in

to the avatar creatiosystem- a limitation of the mesh editor&fordances. There is also

no identifier for this tool its existence is very subtly indicated when the user places the
cursor over any paof the body that is open to manipulatiarhus, it is possible that

some players especially novice playeramay not be aware of this affordance.
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3.4.3 Saints RowV

Saints RowV is an operworld, urban crime game, developed bglition for PS3, XBox

360, and PC Saints RowV is thefourth installmentin the Saints Rowranchise. The
player character leadsgang known as the Third Street Saints. In previous titles much of
the plot revolved around rivalries between the Third Street Saints and other lgangs.
Saints Row I\the player character has now become president of the United Siages.
series has much in common with the pop@aand Thieft AutdGTA) franchisein terms

of gameplay, but notably distinguished itself by opting for a more satirical and
outrageous feel than tH&TA gamesSaints Row I\Mtakes place five yearfsllowing the
events ofSaints Row the Thirdn the first three games, the plot centred around the- inter
gang rivalries in the fictional Steelport. 8aints Row IYmuch of the cditict revolves

around the Saints fighting off an alien invasion of Earth.

Character Creation Interface

The avatar creation interface $aints Row IMs highly comprehensivelhe player can
play as a male or female avatar, and adjust various aspectsrcdviiar's appearance
and personality, including the avatar's build, body languagk yvaice.Prior to entering
the character creation interface, players must select a praspteconfigured avatar.
These are presented to players using poutgie buttons that are stylized to look like

magazine covers.

80



PRESIDENTIAL
ROSE GARDEN
UNDERWAY

Figure 12. Selecting an avatar preset irsaints Row IV.

There are nine covers in total, with the first, and only visible cover, being that of
the Caucasian male presdahe configuration of the player avatar that is heavily featured
in all of the game's promotional material. Two of these magazine cotrersecond and
eighth- are shown in th&igure 12. Both sexes are equally regented on these covers,
and while they do portray a diverse array of presidents representing Caucasian, African
American, and Hispanic people, Asians are notably missing from all of these magazine
covers. The ninth magazine cover allows players to loathaaacter that has been

downloaded from th&aints Rovcommunity site.
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Esc| BACK

i
fixing scandal. » Presidential approval rating drops to all-time low following latest public appearance. » Astronomers warn of impen
|

Figure 13. Character creation interface inSaints Row IV Pictured here is the triangular slider used

to calculate avatar build.

The game makes use of a edyiof interface widget styles. The screenshot shown
in Figure 13 illustrates the use of a triangular slider to manipulate the interrelated
properties of the player avatar's physique. Players can use the circular indicatoteto crea
an avatar that expresses these three qualities to varying degrees. Placing the indicator
directly in the middle (the default configuration) sets the three values to 0%. Placing the
indicator in any of the three corners results in the maximization gf @amé of these

gualities, setting the value to 100% for that property.
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Figure 14. The sex appeal slider irBaints Row IV.

Players ofSaints Row IVcan adjust the degree to which their player avatar's
secondary sex characteristiare displayed using the Sex Appeal slider showFigare
14. The default value for this slider is 50 for both male and female avatars. On male
avatars, it changes the size of the mglesisand on female avatars it modifies=bst
size. Interestingly, a Sex Appeal value of O on a male avatar renders his bulge flat where
on a female avatar, a similar value does cwmhpletelyflatten the avatar's chest. Also
worth noting is the fact that iBaints Row 2this slide was given anore neutral name:
"Body Shape”, and actually allowed players to cross dress, giving male or female avatars

the secondary sex characteristics commonly associated with the opposite sex.
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Figure 15. List of eye customization optims in the Saints Row IVcharacter creation interface.

Figure15 shows the list of eye customization options available to players. These
features can be adjusted between a minimum and maximum value using discrete sliders.
All features bgin with a default value of 50. Similarly detailed options exist for the
avatar's other facial features, making the character creation interface highly
comprehensive. What makes the character creation interfacesSditite Rowranchise
so notables their increasing level of extreme customization options. Players have the

option to select notypical hair colours and skin colours as seeRigurel16.
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Figure 16. Atypical skin colour options avalable in Saints Row IV.

Avatar Affordances data for the female avataBaints Row I\are shown in the
following table. Note the game's use of a variety of widgets, including lists, buttons, and
sliders. Many of the customization options relating to thetar's appearance have a
default configuration that is based on the magazine cotlee preset chosen by the
player prior to entering the interface. Since these default values vary from preset to
preset, they are coded using the "player selected" coeaning that there is a default,

but in this case, it is based on a previous selection made by the player.

Table 4. Avatar Affordances Data for a human female avatar inSaints Row V.

Identifier | Function Behaviour Structure Hierar chy | Default
Gender | Customize| Select sex an{ Choose 1 of | Button: 0 Yes
and Character | skin colour 9 options portrait(9)
Ethnicity
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Gender | Sex Select sex Choose 1 of | List Player
2 options selected
Ethnicity | Race Select Choose 1 of | List Player
ethnicity 4 options selected
Skin Select skin Choose 1 of | Button: Player
colour 55 swatch(55) selected
options
Body Build Adjust avatar | Adjust value | Triangular Player
build incrementally| slider selected
Sex Adjust Choosel of | Slider: 50
Appeal secondary sey 101 values | discrete(101
characteristicg
Hair Head Select Choose 1 of | List Yes
hairstyle 104 options
Primary | Select hair Choose 1 of | Button: Yes
Color colour 35 options swatch(35)

For example, choosing th&econd magazine portrait, which is t@aucasian

female president, sets thBuild widget to a maximum value for skinniness. However,

choosing the firstnagazineportrait- the Caucasian male preseind therswitchingthe

avatar to a Caucasian femaigthin the character creation interface uks in the body

build values defaulting to 0,0,0, evenly distributing the build among the three variables.

So, while there are default values for Bild widget, these vary from preset to preset

and are based on the player's choice of magazine cover.

3.4.4 Jam City Rollergirls

Jam City Rollergirlss a roller derby game available for downloadwin Ware,a

service that allows players to directly download games and applications specifically

developed for the Nintende/ii console.Jam City Rollergirlsis thefirst flat track roller

derby video game and was developed by independent game deV&lopem Codebase.
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The playable characters in the game are customizable via the game's character creation
interface and are based on existtWgpmen's Flat Track Derby Asciation(WFTDA)
teams and skaters.

The game supports single and tplayer modes. The game loosely follows
official WFTDA rules, but takes full advantage of the virtuality of the medium,
presenting players with complex, playful levels. The resultanegammuch like playing
roller derby in theMario Kart universe, withdash panelsn the track (skating over one
gives the player a temporary speed beaste blue panel on the track in the following

figure) and poweups.
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Figure 17. Gameplay inJam City Rollergirlson the Nintendo Wii U console.
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Skaters inJam City Rollergirlsare said to be moded after real skaters, with
game designers incorporatitige individual style of each of these players in the design of
its avatargConsalvo, 2013)The game pays homage to the aesthetiaadividualism
present inroller derby; players often wear a uniform shirt, but artherwisefree to
embellish this uniform with their own accessories (tights, fishnets, tutus, etc.). These
embellishments are commonly referred to as "boutfita"portmanteawf "bout” and
"outfit" (Paul & Blank, 2014)Self-expression in roller derby extends to player names as
well - derby girls typically skate under a nickname or pseudonym. An international list of
chosen names is maintainedlarew skaters are required to choose a unique name that is
not already in use by another skgtéagundes, 2011Realskaters, including their skater
names and "boutfits", have been designed into the game and are available to players in
Jam City RollergirlsPlayers can opt to play as a real life skater, or create their own using

the game's charactereation interface.

Character Creation Interface

The character creation interface #am City Rollergirls utilizes the locker room
metaphorPlayerscan create a custom skaterthe locker roonby mixing and matching

boutfit component&nd creating a ctem name for their skateCustomization options

are presented to players in list format. Options belonging to real skaters are named after
that skater. For example, a player wanting to wear Texas &&@enslay'sarm warmers

can selecthis garmenby name in the list of "arm™ options.
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The following table contains the Avatar Affordances data for a skater on the
Texecutionergeam. While the number and quality of the customization options vary
slightly between the five teams, the data shown below i®septative of the design of

the character creation interface and the game's avatars.

Table 5. Avatar Affordances data for an avatar inJam City Rollergirls.

Identifier | Function | Behaviour | Structure | Hierarchy | Default
Gender | N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A Female
Ethnicity | Body Select Choose 1 | List(5) 1 Caucasiar

skin of 5
colour options
Arms Select Choose 1 | List(6) 1 Caucasiar
skin of 6
colour options
Legs Select Choose 1 | List(7) 1 Caucasiar
skin of 7
colour options
Body Physique Choose 1 | List(1) 1 Yes
of 1
Hair Hair Style | Select hairf Choose 1 | List(2) 1 Yes
style of 2
options
Hair Color | Select hairf Choose 1 | List(4) 1 Yes
colour of 4
options
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Figure 18. Select a physique in Jam City Rollergirls. Choose 1 ofldody types.

Unlike the other games included in this chapter, playedaof CityRollergirls
can only play as a female avatar. This is most likely due to the fact that roller derby is
largely a women's sport, although a small number of men's leaguesstovékile the
avatar does consistently default to a Caucasian skater, players do have the option to
create Asian and African American skaters as well. The interface is entirdhadisit
Players navigate through available functions (features) via twazdmbal arrows
indicating forward and backward navigation within the groups of customization options.
All available selections within each group are then presented as a list, with some options

named after existing skaters, and other generic options ligtbdgeneric nameg¢see
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Figure19). JamCity Rollergirls interestingly, presents players with the option to choose
the physique of their skater, but the list widget that is presented only contains one item:
Body 1 (seeFigure18). With this gesture, the developers may have unintentionally made
asignificantstatement about the state of female bodies in digital graeven where there

is choice, the choices are often limited.
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Figure 19. Players of Jam City Rollergirls choose components of their ethnicity as though they are

selecting pieces of an outfit.

Jam City Rollergirlsdoes present players with the option to modify their avatar's
ethnicity, but the way it does so is highly blematic. TheBody option in the game

allows players to change their skin colour, but only on their avatar's head. Players who
91



wish to have the rest of their avatar's body match their new skin colour must go through
and select matching options for theirmar and legs: customization options that
simultaneously change the skin colour and geathese body parts respectively. This is

not commonly seen in CClsusually when a player modifies his or her avatar's skin
colour, this change happens uniformly asrdbe avatar's body. The mediation of
ethnicity in Jam City Rollergirls' CCl is highly problematic. However, | would
hypothesize that this is the result of poor design, rather than an intentional framing of

ethnicity on the part of the developer.

3.4.5 The ElderScrolls V: Skyrim

The Elder Scrolls V:Skyrins the fifth installment in théelder Scrollsseries. It was
developed by Bathesda Game Studios and released in November, 2011 for PC,
Playstation 3, and Xbox 360. Skyrisan action rolelaying game thatakes place 200

years following theElder Scrolls 1V although it is not a direct sequel of this game. The
game takes place in the fictional province of Skyrim, and follows the player character's
efforts to defeat an evil dragon named Alduin. Gameplay ingolsenmon RPG
elements such as quest completion and skill improvenk®dayers can manipulate the

game's camera view to play in either the {fppetson or thirgperson gameplay modes.
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Figure 20. Gameplay inSkyrim.

Skyrim received acclaim from reviewers for numerous aspects of its design,
including the accessibility of its user interface, removal of the class system (allowing for
more exploratory plagtyles), as well as the art style of the game w@ldirimhas also
been the sybct of a number of games studies papers, discussing the game in terms of the
agency afforded by its open game wofllillems, 2013) collective storytding within
its fan basgPuente, 2013)and use of th€reator Kit- a level editing too} in history
education(Fassbender, 201.2%kyrimwas included for analysis in thisater due to its

popularity.
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Character Creation Interface

The character creation interface is showfigure21. Customizable features are listed in
the navigation bar across the top of the screen. Options getatihe active feature (the
one appearing between the left and right arrows) are shown in a verhiehheat to the
player avatar. The avatar shown in the following figure represents the default

configuration for avatars iSkyrim- a light skinned ma& Nord.

Khajiit

NP7
X (itizens(of Skyrim, they are a tall and fdifShnire
hardy,‘Nords are famous for their resj

It Prisoner

Figure 21. Default avatar configuration in Skyrim.

There are ten playable racesSkyrim each with their own raegpecific skills
and bonuses. There are four human races, three elvish races, an orc race, and two
anthrommorphic bestial raceshe data in the following table represents the Avatar

Affordances data for a female Nord $kyrim.This selection was made via two deciding
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factors: firstly, | opted to show data for a human race over an animal or fantasy race in
order to make the data selection shown here more comparable between games. Secondly,

| selected the Nord race specifically as it was consistently presented as the default race.

Table 6. Avatar Affordances data for a female Nord avatain Skyrim.

Identifier | Function | Behaviour | Structure | Hierarchy | Default
Gender | Sex Select Choose 1 | Slider. 1 Male
sex of 2 discreté2)
options
Ethnicity | Skin tone | Select Choose 1 | Slider. 1 Caucasian
skin tone | of 10 discret¢10)
options
Body Weight Adjust Choose 1 | Slider. 1 Median
avatar of 11 discret¢l11) value
build options
Hair Hair Select Choose 1 | Slider. 1 Median
hair style | of 26 discret¢26) value
options
Hair color | Select Choose 1 | Slider. 1 Blonde
hair of 15 discret€15)
colour options

Customkiation options are all mediated via slider widgets in this interface. While
the interface defaults to a male avatar, players can manipulate the slider associated with
sex in order to move away from this default. What is interesting is that, while sex is a
binary choice in the game, this choice is mediated by a widget that is commonly used for
adjusting a value within a given range, rather than for selecting one of two discrete
choices.The slider associated with avatar weight (the only significant bodigngd
available to players) defaults to the median value for female avatars, but defaults to the

maximum value for male avatarBhe identifier for the widget iSwveight”, howeverthe
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widget largely adjusts th@ppearance of thavatar's muscle mass andedmot have any

effect on other attributes that have an impact on a person's weight.

Figure 22. Modifying the player avatar's eyes (female Nord) irBkyrim.

The remaining customization options witlBkyrimare quite extensivéigure22
illustrates a fraction of the numerous customization options available for adjusting the
appearance of the avatar's ey@ile it is possible to create garker skinned Nord, a
quick inspection of the other playable racegeals that the four playable humanoid races
represent different ethnic groupings. The darkest skin tone available to Nords is

comparably similar to the lightest skin shade available to the Redguard race.
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Figure 23. A dark-skinned Nord and a lightskinned Redguard inSkyrim.

3.4.6 RuneScape 3

RuneScape B a free to play, fantasy MMOG developed by Jagex Games Studio.
The first public version oRuneScapwas released in 200RuneScape ®as released in
July 2013.RuneScape & a clentside gameand is supported by HTML.5The game
takes place in fictional world dbielinor. Players can complete quests, engage in PVP

combat, level their skills, and participate in rag@mes.
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Figure 24. Gameplay in RuneSape 3.

RuneScapevas selected because it is one of the longest running free MMOGs.
BecauseRuneScapés free to play and runs in the browser, it is highly accessible,
opening it up to play by younger players and players of a lower-sgoisomic status on

public or shared computef®sborne, 2007)

Character Creation Interface

The character creation interface RuneScapas primarily tabbased. At loading, a
random avatar is generated. The quality of avatar customizatidRuireScapds
unsurprisingly rudimentary; players can dify the sex, skin colour, hair (style and

colour) of their avatar, in addition to modifying their avatar's clothing or armour. The
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interface makes use of various button styles: avatar sex is selected by clicking on one of
two avatar buttons (shown Figure25). Any colour customization options, such as skin

colour or hair colour, are presented within groups of swsitglle buttons.

DESIGN

}f DESIGN YOUR HERO

FEMALE

Figure 25. "Choose a gender" in RuneScape 3.

Options tlat are more visually complex, such as hairstyle, are presented as a
glyph-style button: a graphically simplified representation of the available option. The
interface also makes use of tooltips, offering additional information if the user places her
cursorover a customization option. For example, placing the cursor over a hair colour
activates a tooltiop with the textual name of that colour (e.g. "Mahogany brown").

Players can rotate the avatar at any time during customization by clicking on the avatar
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anddragging their mouse to the left or right. The hair options in the character creation

interface are shown iRigure26.

DESIGN

‘2 DESIGN YOUR HERO

& \i ehd®

CHOOSE A HAIR STYLE

4
(
z

Figure 26. Selecting a hairstyle in RuneScape 3.

The following table contains th&vatar Affordances data for a human avatar in

Runescape 3.

Table 7. Avatar Affordances data for a female avatar inRunescape 3.

Identifier Function | Behaviour | Structure | Hierarchy | Default
Gender | Choose a gendg Select Choose 1 | Button: 1 None
sex of 2 avatar(2)
options
Ethnicity | Tooltip["Choose| Select Choose 1 | Button: 1 None
a skin colour"] | skin of 12 swatch(12)
colour options
Body N/A None
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Hair Choose a hair | Select Choose 1 | Button: 1 None
style hair style | of 34 glyph(34)
options
Tooltip[colour | Select Choose 1 | Button: 1 None
name] hair of 24 swatch(24)
colour options

In this game, players do not have the option to modify their avatar's WWitbre
the affordances data for the other five games represented a small shoysmization
options available to players, the data in the above table represents all of the customization
options available for avatar bodiesRuneScape.Beyond the avatar's sex, skin colour,
hair style, and hair colour, players can also modifyr theatar's armour style and colour
within the character creation interface. These choices are aesthetic and do not represent
tactical or strategic choices. As with the widgets presented in this table, the clothing

options are all randomized upon load aslw

3.5 Avatar Affordances Data for Genderand Ethnicity

In this section | present the Avatar Affordances data for geaddrethnicityin 20
different game interfaces, including the 6 games that were coded in this chapter in greater
detail, and two other gaes that are discussed in subsequent chag®éitsand theMii
Creator.All but one of the games included in this analysis present players with the option
of playing as a male or female avatar. In some cases, the character creation interface
contains addibnal widgets that allow players to modify how their bodies are gendered,

such as being able to modify their secondary sex characteristics. In these cases, any
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additional widgets that allow players to modify aspects of their avatar's body pertaining

to theavatar's sex are included in this analysis.

Table 8. Avatar Affordances data for gender.

Game Avatar Identifier Function | Behaviour Structure Hierarchy | Default
Dark Souls | Female Sex Select sex| Choose 1 of 2 List(2) 1 Male
options
Hormones | Adjust Adjusts value| Slider: 1 Yes
gender incrementally | continuous
Demon's Female Gender Select sex| Choose 1 of 2 List(2) 1 Male
Souls options
Gender Adjust Adjusts value| Slider: 1 Yes
gender incrementally | continuous
Destiny Human Race/gende| Select Choose 1 of 6 | Button(6) 1 None
female race and
sex
Dragon Age| Human Gender Select Sex| Choose 1 of 2 | Button: 1 Male
Origins female options Preview(2)
EA Sports| Female Gender Select sex| Choose 1 of 2 | List(2) 0 Player
Active options selected
EVE Online | Caldari I and || Selectsex| Choose 1 of 2 | Button: 0 None
female options avatar(2)
I and || Select sex| Choose 1 of 2 | Button(2) 1 Player
options selected
Guild Wars| Human Select Select sex| Choose 1 of 2 Button: 0 Male
2 female gender options avatar(2)
Guitar Hero | Female Select a| Select sex| Choose 1 of 2 List(2) 1 None
5 gender options
Jam City| Female N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A Female
Rollergirls
Maple Story | Explorer Character | Select sex| Choose 1 of 2 Button: 1 None
female gender options avatar(2)
Mass Effect Female New game | Select sex| Choose 1 of 3 List(3) 0 Player
3 options selected
Mii Creator | Female Select a| Select sex| Choose 1 of 2 Button(2) 0 Player
gender options selected
Playstation | Female [tooltip] Select sex Choose lof 18 | Button: 0 Female
Home and skin| options preview(18)
colour
Gender Select sex| Choose 1 of 2 Button(2) 1 Player
options selected
Rift Mathosian | Choose Select Choose 1 of g Button: 0 None
female your race... | race and options portrait(6)
sex
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RuneScape | Female Choose a | Select sex| Choose 1 of 2 | Button; 1 None
3 gender options avatar(2)
Saints Row Female Sex Select sex| Choose 1 of 2 | List(2) 1 Male
2 options
Body Shape| Adjust Adjusts value | Slider: 1 25
gender incrementally | discrete(101)
Saints Row Female Customize | Select sex| Choose 1 of 9 | Button: 0 Yes
v Character | and skin | options portrait(9)
colour
Sex Select sex| Choose 1 of 2 | List 2 Player
options selected
SIMS 3 Female Gender Select sex| Choose 1 of 2 | Button(2) 1 None
options
Skyrim Nord Sex Select sex| Choose 1 of 2 | Slider: 1 Male
female options discrete(2)
World of | Human Gender Select sex| Choose 1 of 2 | Button(2) 1 None
Warcraft female options

Interface widgets associated with ethnicity were also coded using the framework.
Where possible, the default ethnicityas identified in the coding (e.g., Caucasian) in
order to draw out a more meaningful analysis beyond whether or not each game does
default to one ethnicity over another. In nearly all cases, a human female (or closest
equivalent) was created using eacteiface. Some of the games included in this analysis
contain playable races that are based on humans, or humanoid, but are not officially
classified within the game as human, such as the Calda&ViB Online or the
Mathosians irRift. However, these raseare close enough to human for the purposes of

comparable analysis.

Table 9. Avatar Affordances data for ethnicity.

Game Avatar Identifier Function Behaviour Structure Hierarchy | Default
Dark Female Skin color Select skin| Adjusts value| Slider: 1 Caucasian
Souls colour incrementally| continuous
Pigment Adjusts value| Slider: 1 Caucasian
incrementally| continuous
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Demon's | Female Skin color Select skin| Adjusts value| Slider: Caucasian
Souls colour incrementally| continuous
Pigment Adjusts value| Slider: Caucasian
incrementally| continuous
Destiny Human Skin color Select skin| Choose 1 ofl Button: None
female colour 9 options swatch(9
Dragon Human Skin Select Skin | Choose 1 of | Slider: Caucasian
Age female Complexion Complexion| 6 options discrete(6)
Origins Skin Tone Select Skin | Choose 1 of | Slider: Caucasian
Tone 7 options discrete(7)
EA Sports| Female Skin color Select skin| Choose 1 of Button: Caucasian
Active colour 6 options swatch(6)
EVE Caldari Compleion Select skin | Choose 1 of | Colour Yes
Online female colour 12 options wheel(12)
Guild Human Skin color Select skin| Choose 1 ofl Button: Yes
Wars 2 female colour 24 options swatch(24)
Guitar Female Change color Select skin| Choose 1 of Colour None
Hero 5 colour 65 options wheel(65)
Jam City| Female Body Select skin | Choose 1 of | List(5) Caucasian
Rollergirls colour 5 options
Arms Select skin | Choose 1 of | List(6) Caucasian
colour 6 options
Legs Select skin | Choose 1 of | List(7) Caucasian
colour 7 options
Maple Explorer | Skin color Select skin| Choose 1 of List(4) None
Story female colour 4 options
Mass Female Skin tone Select skin| Adjusts value| Slider: Yes
Effect 3 colour incrementally| continuous
Mii Female None Select skin| Choose 1 off Button: Caucasian
Creator colour 6 options swatch(6)
Playstation| Female [tooltip] Select sex Choose 1 off Button: Caucasian
Home and skin| 18 options preview(18)
colour
Color Select skin| Choose 1 off Button: Player
colour 12 options swatch(12) selected
Rift Mathosian | Skin color Select skin| Choose Colour None
female colour precise value| picker(90)
RuneScapg Female Tooltip["Choose| Select skin | Choose 1 of | Button: None
3 a skin colour"] | colour 12 options swatch(12)
Saints Row Female Skin Select skin | Choosel of | Button: African
2 colour 18 options swatch(18) American
Race Select Choose 1 of | List African
ethnicity 4 options American
Saints Row Female Customize Select sex | Choose 1 of | Button: Yes
v Character and skin 9 options portrait(9)
colour
Race Seled Choose 1 of | List Yes
ethnicity 4 options
Skin Select skin | Choose 1 of | Button: Yes
colour 55 swatch(55)
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options

SIMS 3 Female [tooltip: skin | Select skin| Adjust value| Slider: None
color] colour incrementally| continuous
[tooltip: skin | Sekct skin| Choose 1 off Button: Yes
tone] colour 13options swatch(3)
Skyrim Nord Skin tone Select skin | Choose 1 of | Slider: Caucasian
female tone 10 options discrete(10)
World  of | Human Skin color Select skin | Choose 1 of | Button: None
Warcraft female colour 10 options preview(10)

3.5.1 Results and Discussion

The Avatar Affordances Framework allows for the collection of countable data, such as

that presented by disate sliders or colour pickers as shown in the tables above. This

allows researchers to compare thember of choices present within a given

customization option. For example, referring to the datdable 9, one can easily

compare the number of skin colours each game provides to players creating an avatar.

For example, playersf Maple Storycan choose one of four skin colours, while players

of Rift can choose one of 90. However, a higher number of customization options does

not necessarily indicative of a socially inclusive interface. What is more meaningful is the

study of howthese choices are presented to players, and how they are mediated by the

character creation interface.

Which games make use of identifiers to communicate a widpatisose to

players? The most frequently occurring word in the identifier columitable 8 is

gender with a frequency percentage of%0across the twenty games. Sex is the next

most frequently occurring term, but only does so at a frequency percentage of 16%.

Looking to the remainingata for these widgetgveals a ammonality- in all caseghe
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player isbeing presented with binary choice between male and female, regardless of the
widget's label.

A handful of outliers appear within the gender data théitlvei addressed here.
While the terns sex and gender are thmst frequently occurring identifiers in the table,
games likeDestinyandRift present the choice of race and sex as a combined one, where
players can choose oner€hoices, whera is greater than two but represents the choice
of 1 of 2 for avatar sex.

In some cases, the choice of avatar sex was presented to players prior to entering
the character creation interface, such as the magazine presgasnisa Row IV This
occurs in eight of the interfaces included in this analysis. What is most interaisting
this is not the hierarchy necessarily, but whether or not a default selection is presented to
players at this point in the customization process. For exampl®&jitl@&reator presents
players with the identifier "select a gender" and two buttons,fona male avatar and
one for a female avatar. Neither button is-petected for the user, the user must make a
choie prior to proceedingnlother games, lik&uild Wars 2 which uses avatar style
buttons to represent the choice of avatar sex withenptiayerselected race, the male
avatar is always prselected for the playgseeFigure27). Players who wish to create a
male avatar simply have to click "next" to proceed to the charactation interface.
Players wishing @ choose a female avatar must actively make this choice before
proceedingThe presentation of avatar race and sex is very similawi Onlinge where

pairs of avatar bodies are used to represent the choice of race and sex for players.
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However, unlike inGuild Wars 2 the pre-selected avatar iEVE Onlineis randomly

selected each time the player chooses to create a character.

Figure 27. Default selection for a human avatar inGuild Wars 2.

Some of the games included in this lges had additional widgets that could be
used to modify the avatar's secondary sex characteristics. These games Darkide
Souls, Demon's Souls, Saints Rogwa2d Saints Row 4The second widget associated
with sex inSaints Row 2s the "Body Shapeligler, shown inFigure 28. This slider
allows players to incrementally adjust the degree to which secondary sex characteristics
are presented. The valuestput from this sliderange from-50 to 50, with positive
values resultingn more obvious male traits (such as broad shoulders, a broad jaw line,
etc.) and negative values resulting in more obvious female traits (such as a narrow waist,

a narrow jaw line, hips, and breasts). Negative values on this scale are always associated
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with female traits, regardless of the avatar's s&yure 28 illustrates how these changes
manifest, creating a male avatar and capturing images of the avatar with thenfpllow
Body Shape values: 50, 0, aitd.

The decision orthe developer's part to distribute the numbers in this way is
significant. Players building female characters still interact with the same distribution,
with negative values on the Body Shape scale adjusting female secondary sex
characteristics. What thaterface is really mediating is the manipulation of secondary
sex characteristics for both males and females, with a neutral position in the middle, that
is available to both male and female avatars. There is noamieah reason for the
developes to usenumeric values to represent the degree of maleness or femaleness of an
avatar's body, yet the developers not only chose to quantify this aspect -of self
representation, but also to distribute the numbers such that feminine traits are always
represented byegative numberd.ooking to the work of Sadie Plarit997) thisreifies
the relationshigpetween men and women, but through a large array of numbers, with all
positive values being masculine and all negative values being feminine. In the case of
Saints Row 2women do not get to be zeros anymore; that nuistreserved for neutral
bodies.

The "Body Shape" widget froi@aints Row 2vas replaced with the "Sex Appeal”
slider in Saints Row IV, which retained the numeric scale but eliminated thétyabo

cross dress avatars. Once an avatar's sex is selected, the slider associated with gender
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works only to modify the size of the avatar's bulge or breasts. It does not adjust any other

secondary sex characteristics or dimorphic morphology.
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Figure 28. Using the "Body Shape" slider on a male avatar irBaints Row 2From top to bottom the

values 50, 0, and50 are applied to the avatar.

.4 Create Character
¥  Adjust femininity/masculinity

Face Type Commoner

[Random )
[Create Similar Face .
Same Different
Maturity - — 2
Young Old
Hormones e ——
Masculine Feminine
Features | N
Weak Strong
Hair Short

Color Dark Brown

i — S 7 —
\ Initialize rL.llS(OnllZe

~:Select «»:Change Value O :Back «»:Rotate Face

Figure 29. The character creation interface forDark Souls

Dark Soulsand Demon's Soulsre both developed by the same Japanese video
game company From Software- and also share similar character creation interfaces.
Both games are designed with gender sliders that modify various aspects of the avatar's
facial featues. Figure 29 illustrates the use of this slider on a male avatar, where the
indicator has been placed at the maximum position for "Feminine", resulting in softer
facial features, including a leskefined jaw line and high cheelotes. WhileDemon's
Soulsuses the identifier "gender" for this widg&ark Soulsproblematically labels the

widget "hormones"which in this context is extremely problematic.
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Of the games included in this analysis, five present the player with a méhe ava
by default and two present the player with a female avatar by default. The remaining
games either require the user to make this selection prior to entering the character
creation interface, or generate this choice at random for the user. Of the twefthat
to a female avatar, one Jam City Rollergirlswhich is a game featuring a femadaly
sport and thus has no option to play as a male avatar. Among these samel@ames,
default to a lightskinned avatar, 8 of which are definitely Caucasian. Agnthese
gamesSaints Row I\presents players with magazine covers representing avatar presets.
The first of nine choices is of a Caucasian male avata® same avatar who is heavily
featured in the game's promotional materials. Players can navigate femma this
default, but he is always presented first and his cover always obscures the covers that
depict women and people of colour. Similarly, playerMags Effect &re able to play as
male or female Sheppard, each of which has a default configurdiga appears in
promotional material for the game. However, it is the default male Sheppard who is most
prominent in this material, and while he may or may not be Caucasian, he, like his female
counterpart, are fair skinned.

Unfortunately, the only gamwithin this set that presents a default avatar of
African American ethnicity isSaints Row 2which represents the narrative of the Third
Street Saints back when the franchise was still very muGhaad Thieft Auto clone.
Default configurations may urtentionally make statements about the ideal playehe

ideal protagonist within the context of the gaf@ensalvo, 2003a5aints Row 2lefaults

111



to an African American male in an urban crime simulation. ConverSeipts Row 1Va
game which situates the player as the president of the United States attempts to centralize
on a Caucasian male protagt. In the case ofSaints Row 2a designed system that
defaults to a dark skinned male in the context of an urban crime simulation perpetuates
negative racial stereotyp@seonard, 2006)

This is not to say that game developers are, by ngtuegjdicedtoward people
of colour. Video games are not created in a vacuum; they are cultural artefacts. Video
game worlds are created in consonance or dissonance with our own world, but are always
positioned in relation to it. A longstanding, problematilture of negative racial
stereotyping particularly in relation to perceptions of criminal tendeneiesists in our
culture(Walker, Spohn, & DeLone, 2011} his is illustrated by the overrepresentation of
African Americans and Latinos in televised reports of criminal actiiixon & Linz,
2006) fallacious perceptions of crime rate in Black neighbourhd@Qusllian & Pager,
2001) and the link between racial profiling and harsh criminal justice policies directed
towards persons of coloyelch, Payne, Chiricos, & Gertz, 201Ihus, | would
posture that problematic defayltsuch as the aforementioned association of race with
criminal behaviour, was not designed to engage with social commentary on racial
profiling, rather, it was likely an unintentional symptom of a much more powerful
cultural force, one which still shapesdia perceptiongDixon & Linz, 2006)and law

enforcement practicg®Valker, et al., 2011)
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This is not the first analysis to discuss the ways in which gameé®ther media
continually perpetuate negative racial stereotypes surrounding people of colour and urban
crime. However, what is interesting here is the relationship between the protagonist's
success and his default ethnicity in 8ents Rowranchise Leonard notes how common
these negative racial stereotypes are in games, extending this discussion to the
problematic representations of Arabs and Asians in war gémeesard, 2006)Games
enable this audience to bege "the other"while "simultaneously affirming White
privilege through virtual play(Leonard, 2006, p. 86)

The choice for avatar sex is presented to players prior to entering the character
creation interface in nearly half of the games in thisyamal However, Identifiers used
for these widgets vary slightly, but common identifiers include "skin color"”, "skin tone",
"pigment”, "complexion”, and "raceDefault values aside, the most troubling example of
ethnicity in the games selected for this Igg@ is Jam City Rollergirls which allows
players to modify their avatar's skin colour, but forces them to do so by making them
actively seek out a matching face, arms, and legs during the customization process.
Unfortunately, what this does is treatmtiity as an "outfit™ where players who wish to
move away from the default Caucasian skater must actively match all of thermntgo
of theirethnic costume

The problematic mediation of gendend ethnicity via character creation
interfaces act as "gelatory regimes'(Butler, 1990) uncritically participating in the

cycle of socially exclusive valuesThe Avatar Affordances Framework allowed me to
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isolate the different properties of each widget compare different widgets/games to
discuss how gendeand ethnicity are presented to players. It is clear from the related
work that these issues have not gone unnotiCedisalvo, 2003b; Higgin, 2009; Kafai, et
al., 2010a; Leonard, 2006; Pace, 2008; Pace, et al., .Z0B8)next logical step in this
research was to speak more generally across multiple games, and to demonstrate the
differences between interfaces designedartifacts. This is the work | have untkken
here.

The Avatar Affordances Framework was designed to address analytical
limitations present in related work. my preliminary analysis of other game interfaces
we have found that the framework has proven useful in generatagtitat allows for
meaningful analysis between different games with extremely different interface
configurations.The Avatar Affordances Framework allows us to systematically compare
character creation interfaces between different gafies. framework alsodentifies
propertes of affordances that mediate and constrainrsglfesentationThe framework
identifies designs present in interfaces that reveal assumptions about ideal players.

In Chapters 4 and 5, | mobilize the framework in greater detail for the MMOG
Rift and theconsolebasedMii Creator interface respectively. In those chapters, |
illustrate how the framework can be used not only to generate analytical data about
designed interfaces, but also how such data may be used in concert with participant data

in order tounderstand the complex nature of affordances.
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Chapter 4 Rift Study

In the previous chapter, | presented the Avatar Affordances Framework and demonstrated
how the framework can be used to systematically isolate and analyze widgets within
character creation interfagen order to study how they mediate avatar customization.
Such data can help researchers understand how affordances may, or may not, be
leveraged by players in constructing an avaWore importantly, the data generated by

the codes can be used to congptre character creation interfaces of different games,
regardless of how comprehensive their interfaces are, or how novel their widgets may be.

In this chapter, | preserda more detailed analysis of the character creation
interface of the MMOGRIft using the Avatar Affordances FrameworkThe character
creation interface imRift utilizes interface metaphors that are prevalent in most modern
character creation interfaces apresents users with a finite number of customization
options for creating their awat The interface also makes use of a triangular slider for
customizing the avatar's face,relatively novel type of widget. Continuous triangular
sliders, like the one iRift, do not lend themselves to the counting method, thus making
this interface aideal candidate for analysis via the framework.

The study of affordances does not end with a detailed analysis of the
configuration and presentation of these options. The study of video games involves a
number of other actors, including gaming controllared human players. These, in
combination with otheactornetworksall work together to configure out game play

experiences. As games scholar Seth Giddings notes, "[w]e should resist conceiving of the
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vi deogame as a di scr et e measard andntefadive enédium;b j e c t
one which is not only played, but whose constituent parts "...are all constantly
configuring the playerodos experi e(®iddngsand r e
2009, p.5). Games and players form actwtworks when they come together, but they i
turn are also connected to other aetetworks Thus, | also present data on a
microethnographic stud{Streeck & Mehus, 20050f players creating avatars Rift.
Avatars created in this study were subsequently used bpdttigipants who created
them in a 45 minute gameplay session in whiclsiamated participants partook in a brief,
authentic MM experienceThis data is presented in concert with the affordances data
derived from the game via the framework, in ordemutmerstand how the interface's
affordances are negotiated by players.

Rift was choseras it was a brand neMMOG at the time of the stugyandit
provided a unique opptunity to capture interactions with an interface that was new to all
of the participans. That meant that participants weren't reproducing an avatar they had
already created with this interfacd|lowing me toobserve them as they navigated it for
the first time This is an especially salient point, as | previously critiqued methods that
studied established avatars belonging to intermediate or expert players. The appearance
of those avatars speak volumes about therspliesentational practices of players who
are familiar with the affordances and aesthetics of the object of study. But bdhat a

their first experiences creating an avatar for a particular game? The approach outlined in
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this chapter contributes to a relatively untlezorized aspeatf identity in games: how

interfaces caconstruct players' online identities.

4.1 Rift

Rift is an MMOG developed by Trion World&011) The game takes place in the
fictional world of Telara and involves two warring factions: thguardiansand the
defiant. Similar to other high fantasy MMOGs lik&/orld of Warcraft the game's races
are divided between éhtwo factions, with high elvesMathosians and dwarves
belonging to theguardians and theEth, Bahmj andKelari (dark elves) aligned with the
defiant. The game is named after the Rifts within the game woddeas of elemental
instability that unleasltreatures from the elemental planes upon the worl@etdra

Players of both factions must defeat these creatures and close the Rifts.

117



Figure 30. Gameplay inRift.

In Rift, players are one of the Ascended, resurrected wamith access to
special powers. One such power, Soul Attunement, allows player characters to absorb or
commune with other warrior souls, allowing players to conepfetustomize their play
style. Guardiansare devout followers of the religion of the Vigik group of five gods
who created the world of Telara. Ascendgardiansare resurrected by the Vigil in
order to defend Telara against the rifbefiantsdo not follow the religion of the Vigil
and instead resurrect their ascended through techndtegprdlessf the player's choice
of faction or"calling”, they can use the Soul Attunement system to experiment with

typical, atypical, and multiple skill trees for their chosen calliRft was released in
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March 2011. On November 13, 2012, Trion Wontdkeased the game's first expansion
entitled Storm Legion.The work presented in thishapterpredates the release of the
expansion pack.

Rift and its expansion pack have not been heavily featured in the academic
literature RIift is frequently named in @aumber of scholarly publicationstudying
MMOGs, but usudy only as a passing referen@@ionisio, Burns Ill, & Gilbert, 2013;
Tomai, Salazar, & Salinas, 2012)thers, such as Smitsmith, 2010) have noted that
Rifts Soul Attumment feature is a particularly memorable one among experienced
MMOG players Although Smith was actually conducting interviews on four other games
(WoW EverQuest 2Perfect World Internationaland Freerealm$, participants in her
study referenceRift multiple times as a game that possessetidwal class systen

Papers which do includrift as a subject of study have used the game as a means
to study accessibility in game desiffPorter & Kientz, 2013)the relationship between
player preferences and real world iden{iBergstrom, Jerm, & de Castell, 2012)and
the relationship between play styldemographicsand motivation(Fuster, Carbonell,
Chamarro, & Oberst, 2013)PorterandKientz evaluatecRift andnine other mainstream
gamesfor how they adhered to accessibility guideliri®®rter & Kientz, 2013) The
authas found thaRift did meet some guidelines, but failed to accommodate input control
alternativeg(the ability to choose alternate input controls for users with motor function

issues) difficulty controls, speed control, or a list of features.
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Bergstrom € al. examined participantsex and class choice in Rift and WoW
(n=82) to determine whether or not a user's real world characteristics could be
ascertained from this daBergstrom, et al., 2012Yhe athors bund that only a small
number of participants seswapped, and that this practice was more common among
female novices and male experts. The authors also studied these choices within the
dynamics ofco-situated plg, challengingpopular notions in gming literature which
overstate the importance of "grouflity” (DiGiuseppe & Nardi, 2007\vhen selecting
play stylewithin a group(Bergstrom, et al., 2012)

Lastly, Fuster et al. conducted a survey of MMOG players in order to understand
the relationship between plagyle and motivatior{(Fuster, et al., 2013)Their primary
motivation was to understand this relationship and its link to negative psychological
effect. The authors collected datn Spanish speaking playetsing an online
guestionnairen = 430). This data was analyzed in relation to four primary motivational
factors: socialization, exploration, achievement, and dissociation. The authors found that
the demographic among respondents was far from the stereakyuolescent male. The
average age of participants was 26.58 years with 95% of respondents being male and 5%
being female. While this number is uncharacteristically unbalanced compared to a
multitude of existing studies on MMOG demographifich are ntably more diverse
in North American samplgriffiths, Davies, & Chappell, 2003;ee, 2006) the authors
hypothesize that this difference may be due to the fact that MMOGs came to be popular

much later in Spain and Latin AmericRift was identified amongarticipants as a
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favourite game (16.7%). Participants who indicated that they Wdteplayers were
typically older thanWorld of Warcraftplayers, and had been playing MMOs longer than

players ofAion, EVE Online Lord of the Rings OnlineandWorld ofWarcraft

4.1.1 Character Creation Interface

Prior to customizing the appearance of their avatar, playeRifomust first choose
which faction they wish to play forGuardian or Defian{. Each faction offers one of
three playable races, all of which are wats of Tlkeinesque fantasy races (e.g.
humans, elves, dwarves, etc.). Racial choices are representepalnyoh portrait style
buttons- one male and one female. Clicking on one of these portraits takes the player to
the next two choices which areask (e.g. Rgue, Cleric, Warrior, Mage) and finally their
"purpose” which further customizes the skills of their avatar. The final screen is the
character creation interface, shownRigure 31. This screen represts the interface's

hierarchy at level 1.
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What is your name?

-5 Terbimbavs

-
> - -

Figure 31. Character Creation Interface in Rift.

At this point, players ar@resented with the above options for modifying the
appearance of their avatar. The interface primarily make®isliders and colour boxes
to mediate the range of customization options permitéettiangular slider, shown in
Figure32is used to adjust the shape of the avatar's face. The three icons located at each
tip in the triangle represent general face shapes: square, triangular, and round. Users may
position the indicator anywhere between these three characteristics to arrive at a desired
appearanceWidgets like the triangular slider are becoming prevalent in bagacter
creation interfaces of MMOG&ee Qapter 3 for more detail)These widgets present

customization options in a way that erodes counting as a means of gathering information
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about the widget. This is one limitation that the Avatar Affordances Framkew

addresses.

Figure 32 Triangular slider used to adjust the shape of the avatar's face iRift.

| will now mobilize the Avatar Affordances Framework to analyze the character
creation interface irRift. Beginning with the Mathgian female, | present a similar
analysis to that presented in chapter 3, coding widgets associated with gender, ethnicity,

body, and hair.

Table 10. Avatar Affordances data for the Mathosian femalein Rift.

Identifier | Function | Behaviour Structure | Hierarchy | Default
Gender | Choose | Select Choose 1 of Button: 0 None
your race and 6 options portrait(6)
race... sex
Ethnicity | Skin color| Select Choose Colour 1 None
skin precise value| picker(90)
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colour
Body Height Adjust Adjust value| Slider: 1 None
avatar incrementally| continuous
height
Hair Base Select Choose Colour 1 None
color hair precise value| picker(90)
colour
Highlight | Select Choose Colour 1 None
color hair precise value| picker(90)
highlight
colour
Hair Select Choo® 1 of| Slider: 1 None
hair style | 12 options | discrete(12

Note that none of the widgets in the interface have default values; each time the
character creation interface loads, a random permutation is generated. The choice of
faction launches players to the avatarsstomization phase, but the race, sex, and
appearance of the avatar is generated randomly. Once the race and sex of the avatar has
been selected, players are presented with customization options that are relatively
standardized for all avatar types in thange with a few exceptionRift offers
customization options for the avatar's eyes (including soatitjon, and eyebrow style),
nose (size and tilt), and outh (size). Additional options include hair (base colour,
highlight colou, and hair style), asell asbody (skin colour and height). The aesthetic of
Rift employs markings or tattoos, that appear on or around the avatar'3 aead styles
vary between the races andn be selectednd modified using two widgetst colour
pickerto select the colar and adiscreteslider to choose the style of mankji including

no marking at all
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There are some racand sexspecific customization options in the interface.
These populate when the appropriate avatar is selected. The onlspeadfec feature
thatis open to customization are the ears of the two elven races: the high elves (guardian)
and kelari (defiant). For these two races, the appearance of the avatar's ears can be
adjusted using two continuous sliders for the size and camber, identified within t
interface as "horizontal" and "vertical" respectively. Two-sp&cific features are present
in the interface: facial hair for male avatars and makeup for female avatars. It is important
to note here that neither of the male elven races have faciahddhithus the widgets
associated with this sespecific trait do not populate for this choice in the interface. The

avatar affordances data for these-spgcific features are shown in the following table.

Table 11. Avatar Affordan ces Data for sexspecific customization options irRift.

Avatar Identifier | Function | Behaviour | Structure | Hierarchy | Default
Mathosian| Facial Select Choose 1 Slider: 1 None
male hair facial of 10| discrete(10

hair style | options
Mathosian| Makeup | Select Choose Colour 1 None
female color makeup | precise picker(90)

colour value

Makeup | Select Choose 1 Slider: 1 None
makeup | of 13| discrete(13
style options

As with other widgets in the character creation interface, none of tkspsexic
features default t@ single value these features are randomized at the time that the

avatarloads(as indicated by the values in the Default conlunie style for both sex
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specific options are mediated via discrete sliders, with additional colour options available
to further customize the female avatar's makeup. The colour of the male avatar's facial
hair is obtained from selections made for the base and highlightdiaursfor the hair
on the avatar's head.

The segregation of sespecific traits such as facial haorfmen, and gendered
traits, such as makeup for women, is a designed limitation of the interface that is imposed
on players and limits setepresentation. These choices are arbitrary and link to ideology,
where the character creation interface forcessuseo rigid ideals of Westernized and
gendered aesthetics. A similar phenomenon was noted by Pace et al. across multiple
MMOs, where many games offer a greater quantity of customization options for female
avatars, but these options were often genderadrgptelating to the avatar's appearance,
such as hairstyles, makeup, and jew¢Rgce, et al., 2009)t is worth noting thatnore
progressive games, such as the sequela Saints Rowranchise discussed in Chapter
3, as well as more simplified interfaces like e Creator discussed in Chapter 5, do
not artificially segregate gendered customization options by avatar sex. Player avatars in
Saints Row IVfor example,can have facial hair, masculine clothing, and even a male

voice.

4.2 Methodology

Sincel am interested in the ways in which interface affordances shape and potentially
constrain selrepresentationthis involvesthe study of a relatively succinct moment of

play: the time a user spends with the avatar creation interface. A highly detailed study of
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such a relatively brief event can be effectively captured using ratbrography. Micro
ethnography, originating with the work of Smith and Geoffrey in 1968, wagsoped as a
means to deploy ethnographic methods to study the "complexities of an urban classroom”
(Smith & Geoffrey, 1968, p3). In this case, "micro" referred to the size of the cultural
phenomena they examined, rather than the methods themselves. Contemporary micro
ethnography refers to recording of short events, utilizing interactionist mo@deslgtis
(Streeck & Mehus, 2005 Capturing the event on video allows researchers to focus on
specific micreevents that reveal the "foundations of social organization, culture and
interaction at the micro level of the momdaytmoment development of human
activities"(Streeck & Mehus, 2005, 881).

Micro-ethnography is welbuited to an ANT approach as it not only reveals the
relationship and organization of these, milzeel events that contribute to social
phenomena, but it can also reveal the ways in which other actors shape what is being
observed. The approach has been adapted to game studies by game scholars Giddings and
Kennaly (2008) who have used this method gtudy the various part(icipant)s that are
in-play during gameplayGiddings, 2009)It is generallydifficult to study the event of
gameplay since players are ofteiwo engrossed in theigames to provide researchers
with the quantity and quality of desired daExperienced players are often seemingly
inert whle immersed in gameplay, and may not be able t@ckibn their experiences
while playing.Giddings and Kenned{2008)propose that adopting a microethnographic

approach is a methodologically preferable way to study gameplay, as itsallow
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researchers tostudy the intimate relationship between players and games during
gameplayCapturing these relatively brief (micro) events on camera allows researchers to
returnto specific moments in gameplay, and to review these moments through multiple
lenses in ordeto trace the associations between players and games. Giddings and
Kennedy outline theimethod as follows:

1.) Both the screen (television or computer monitor) as well as the players themselves
are captured on video. These recordings are then synchroniteat stey can be
viewed simultaneously.

2.) Player speech and key game events are then transcribed.

3.) Short sections are then selected fed@pth analysis.

Giddings and Kennedy (2008pnducted a microethnographic study of their own
cooperative gameplay ibego Star WarsThe authors recorded approximately one hour
of gameplay using the method outlined above and reviewed their gameplay data studying
transcriptions (player utterances), facial expressionsta@ssociateth-gameevents.
The authors argue thauch a method grants researchers access to the more nuanced
events that occur during gameplayevents that are often overshadowed by other
experiences that are often privileged or overshadowed in the literature. Microethnography
addresses the binarism géme studieswhich contribute to the reductionist accounts of
gameplay that are all too common in the litera{@@ehrenshausen, 2013Jhis binarism
is one that tends to focus on games as texts, or to take an "audience studies" approach at

studying players as they pla&. microethnographic approach allows researchers to shift
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their focus from merely studying H4game learning and achievements to studying the
momentswhenlearning happens, when vgain agency as players, and when lese
agency. Such a methodological approach albws researchers to focus on how gaming
technologies operate to organize interactions with players and other actors, human and
nornthuman, who are-play. As Giddings suggesttyideo game players are acted upon
as much as thyeact" (Giddings, 2007, p. 46Yhis harkens back to my initial commentary
surrounding the repositioning of hams and computers in the field of HCla
repositioning that acknowledges the agency of humans, but must also take into account
that interaction is a Bdirectional phenomenon. As Giddings is suggesting, player actions
cannot be solely understood as theuteof agency that agency is afforded and shaped
by the game as a ndruman actor.

Popular methods of studying MMOG players itwen"at distance” methods, such
asusing automated scripts to collect server d@tacheneaut, Yee, Nickell, & Moore,
2006; C.Lewis & WardripFruin, 2010;Yee, et al.,, 2011)Despite concerns over the
external or ecological validity of labased MMOG studieghis method has proven
invaluable in giving researchers access to complex afataried playstyles and the
diverse ways in which player expertise manifggdinson, et al.,, 2013fFa example,
Jenson et al(2013) note that many players in their Halased study exhibited high
degrees of irgame competency, but who would have likely been excluded from studies
on expert players due to the fact that thel/not meet the standard criteria for expertise

The authorsexpress that the value of a {bbsed study of MMO players cannot be
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understated, as it provides means of capturing data that could not be captured at a
distance.Interestingly, observational data was not subject to the Hawthorne, effect
wherein a partipant's behaviour is altered due to the fact that they are knowingly being
observed(Landsberger, 1958)n the context of this study, we were concerned that
players might not take cane creating their avatars, since they were being observed in a
lab and would be remunerated for their participation, regardless. Howdagerg
actually took time in customizing avatars, making strategic decisions during gameplay,
and showing general terest in progressing in the game during the time allotted for the
experimen{Jenson, et al., 2013)

| am interested in the time usespend customizing their avatars via character
creation interfacesand making visible the factors that contribute to their -self
representational practiceSor examplewhat isthe impact ofco-located playon avatar
customizatio® MMOGs are marketed asoltaborative spacesmeaning that they are
rarely played aloneWhile it has been argued that these games are really more like
massively singlglayer games with brief moments of obligatory collaboration when
necessaryDucheneat) et al., 2009)a large body of work highlights the ways in which
MMOGs still provide social spaces for friends (both online and offliN&ydi & Harris,
2006) romantic partner@Bergstrom, 2009)and family(Nardi, 2010) In many cases, as
in World of Warcraftand Rift, players are forced to choose a faction or clan; a choice
which organizes players into opposing teams, which facilitptagerversusplayer

combat. ArguablyMMOG players who wish to play together must choose to play for the
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same faction or team. In many cases, this choice reduces the number of customization
options available to player avatars, since these games often segregate their ragable
by faction. The effects of esituated play on avatar customization are addressed in the

design of the experiment and are discussed in the results section of this chapter.

4.3 Microethnography of Rift

4.3.1 Participants

39 patrticipants, 27 male and 12 femalelunteered for this phase of the study. The age
range was 19 to 36nean24.1,SD 4.45). Participants were recruited on campus, online
via player forums and social media sites (i.e. Reduit,cFacebook), and from the
Greater Toronto Are&ince the studinvolved coelocated play, candidates were asked to
bring one or two other friends or peers with them to simultaneously participate in the
study. Both novices and experienced players were invited to patécip order to
understand what, if any, differe@s might be observed that could be attributed to player

expertise.

4.3.2 Apparatus

Both the wekbased surveys and game play tasks were run on Mahindesktop
computers. AWindows emulator Farallels) was usedo run Rift while simultaneously
running Screenflav video capture application to capture rgale video of participant

gameplay. Built in cameras on the Macintosh monitors were used to capture participant
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videos during the study. We then exported both videos into Advrieeniere to

synchronize them fomelysis.

Figure 33. A participant creating an avatar in Rift.

Apparatus during pilot studies involved PC computers (siifies a PC game)
but researcherfound video capture with this sap to be problematic. Despite the add
need ofParallelsto run the gamehe end result was a higheuality video capture with

more consistent output.

4.3.3 Procedure

Participants were invited to play 3@5 minutes oRIift using either their own account, or

an account provided by the researem. After conducting a brief intake interview and
filling out an 88question survey concerning general questions about their own gaming
experiences, participants were then invited to pldiwith the other participants present.
Parti ci paxin Rifbwera cetordediusing escreen capture software and -audio

visual cameras to record their-situated, embodied play.
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Whenever possible, a 1:1 ratio of research assistant to participant was maintained
for all user studies. Research assistants wereegpaip with one participant and
conducted the intake interview, administered the surveyyséhe game and explained
the task, and took detailed field notes during game play. At the conclusion of the session,

participants were then reimbursed for theire.

4.4 Results

Screen captures and participant videos were synchronized and watched. The avatar
creation portion of each video was timed in seconds, beginning with the selection of a
faction (guardian or defiant) and ending when participants finished cusbhgntheir

avatar. Player speech and key events for this section of the videos was transcribed. Key
events of interest include which interface widgets were used, how thoroughly they were
explored, and how many times they were used per session. Sessiermdsoaroded with

an identifier linking cesituated participants for the purpose of analysis.

4.4.1 Survey Results

The 88 question survey administered to participants was specifically designed to collect
data for use in the VERUS project. Principal investigatmm the VERUS project first
defined the purposes of the survey, consulted widely with subject matter experts, held
focus groups, and then developed the survey quedt@ased on the goals of the study

The survey was then piloted, reviewed and changeddbas responses and interviews
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with respondents. The version of the survey administered to participants in this study
represents the final and validated version of the VERUS survey.

Questions in the survey were designed to collect highly detailed demuydadn
as well as participants' own practices and experiences in computer games and virtual
worlds. Participants in the study reported an averagg®hours spent playing games per
week SD= 5.4). Number of hours by sex are reported@8 for males{D = 5.7),and
7.7 hours fofemales $D= 4.3).

When asked if they participate in virtual world&% of participantsindicated
that theydo, 44% indicated that they do not, and 10% chose not to answer the question.
Participants were invited to list ttgames they were playing most frequently at the time
of participating in the study. Responses to this question varied greatly with participants
naming a variety of popular games suchH.eague of Legend®efense of the Ancients
World of Warcraft, The SimandMinecraft. Some participants chose to name genres in
addition to the titles provided, suchtasver defense gamesy, fighting gamesand some
participants more generally indicated an interest in casual mobile games simply by stating
that they play iPhone games."

Participants were also asked how many avatars they currentlyrhéve virtual
world in which theyparticipatethe most.Thosewho indicated that they did have one or
more avatars reported having anywhere from one to eight active afm&s= 2.1,SD
= 1.6, with nine participants indicating that they had no active avatars and ten

participants choosing not to answer the question.
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Participants were then asked if they make their avatars look like them (yes = 38%,
no = 62%). Responses toese questions varied, with 48% of males indicating that they
do make their avatars look like them and 52% indicatingttiegt do not. In contrast to
the male participants, 17% of female respondents indicated that they do make their
avatars look like themand 83% indicated that they do not. Additional questions
investigating the visual sameness of participants and their avatars were also administered.

These questions and their responses are shokigune34.
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Figure 34. Breakdown of participant responses to avatar customization questiongvestigating the

degree to which participants duplicate each of the above features when creating an avatar

The survey concluded witlan optional, operended questionls there anything
that you would like to add or comment on (i.e. the relationship between your real world
personality and your virtual world avatar(s)?Pnly a handful of participants chose to

answer this questioiWhile some participants used this spazeeflect specifically on
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the affordances of games on abilities (e.g., games that allow them to have magic powers,
or do take actions without consequences), others chose to reflect more generally on their
avatar as an expression of self:

"my virtual world avatar is what i wish i were in real life."

"When | make a character | want to see myself in that game."

"l tend to play better versions of myself."

For players who wish to see themselves in their avatawslly, or who feel as
though an ideal avatas ione that looks like them, but with desired differences, the
affordances of character creation interfaces may potentially constrain or limit users in
how they represent themselvesgame.If | were to rely on survey data alone, | could
draw a number ofanclusions about how participants prefer to make avatars that look
like them, or generate three or fotypesof users based on an analysis of the trends
shown in the figure above, but this would only paint a partial picture of what it means to
create an \atar in Rift, a picture that does not take into account the ways in which

character creation interfaces shape these practices.

4.4.2 Avatar Customization

Time spent on avatar customizatiom Rift ranged from 8 seconds to 618
seconds in durationn{ean 244.7, SD 153.0. Males, on average, spent less time
customizing their avataramgan214.4 SD = 147.7 than females njean 3128, SD
148.7). The average time spent on the avatar customization task by participant is shown

in Figure35.
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Figure 35. Time on avatar customization task by participant.

45 Discussion

4.5.1 Plans and CeSituated F(actions)

The faction system iRift is similar to the faction system present in other MMOGs, such

asWorld of Warcraft, whereby playersnust choose a faction during character creation,

and that choice not only determines which playable races may be chosen, but also

determines which side a player will fight for, and against. Players of the same faction

may start the game in the same am@al can play cooperatively from the beginning,
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provided they are on the same server. However, players of opposing factions start in
different areas and typically only encounter each other in higher level, contested regions.
Players also cannot group (plegoperatively) with players on the opposing faction.

Since inexperienced players may not be familiar with the effect of faction choice
on cooperative gameplay, research assistants were careful to explain this mechanic to
participantsin my preliminary obgrvations of the video dathnoticed some participants
verbally coordinating faction choices so that they could play together.

[Faction choice loads on P1's screen]

Researcherl’So | don't know how familiar you are with the game, but you get to

choosdf you wanna be a good guy or a bad duy.

P1:"Oh, OK!

Researcherl[Looks to P2's screenr]Are you a guardian?

Researcher2:"This looks like...defiants.

Researcherl!"Okay, so if you want to play with him, you can...or if you want to

kick his ass pu could be a guardian”

[P1 chooses guardian]

A session identifier was used to group-sitwated participants. Thesession
identifiers were then used order to determine there was an effect of faction choice for
co-situated participantdn total, 88% of participants chose to play as the same faction as
other cesituated participantsl then explored faction choice by player gender and

expertise. Understanding thgltyerexpertise is a complex variable expressed via many
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different characteristics sh as time investment, skill, ludic knowledge, and narrative
knowledge(Taylor, et al., 2011Returning to thesurvey datal divided participants first

by seltreported tine spent playing games per weskxt by the number of active avatars
they currently hve, and lastly by the number of MMOGs they have played. Using the
Chi-square statistical test,determined that there was no significant effect of faction

choice by gendeiH,1 = 0.0606, ns) or expertis€(1 = 0.0379, ns).
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Figure 36. Skin colour palettes for theguardianraces (left) anddefiantraces (right).
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Even though ceituated faction choice was not statistically significant, the fact
that 88% of cesituated participants did choose the same faction is highly relevame i
discourse surrounding the pragmatics of avatar congtnuahd the choices users make.
Customization options differ between races, and as such, options available to each faction
are not identical. For instance, skin colour options available tondefie@tars are notably
much darker than those available to guardigsee Figure 36). Thus, lighterskinned
players will find it easier to create a representative guardian avatar and-siankerd

players will find it easier toreate a representative defiant avatar.
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Figure 37. Players inRift can use ingame currency to access additional customization options, but

these cannot be accessed in the character creation interface.

It should be noted that is possible to purchase additional colour palettes by
visiting a barber shop in the pyopriate faction's major citySanctum for thguardians
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and Meridian for thedefiants (see Figure 37). However, players do not typically
encainter these cities until level 10 or later, and new players creating an avatar for the
first time will not be able to access these additional customization options. These features
are also quite costly, which may present access issues for novice pldyessbithose

users who wish to play togethexspecially novice playerghe cosituated action of

choosing a faction has an impact on the fidelity of their avatars.

4.5.2 Performing Avatar Customization

In reviewing the participant video data, | was able bseovethe highly performative

nature of cesituated play, and this phenomenon extendssome caseso avatar
customization as welll observed players negotiating interface affordances through
performances of gaming expertise (or lack thereof), andyllaommentary on emergent
customization strategies. These strategies shifted throughout the customization process
and were negotiated and renegotiated not only in terms of interface affordances, but also
in terms of cesituated social performances. Thesituated nature of the study made

these transactions visible.

4.5.3 Affordances vs. SelReporting

Related work conducted by Ducheneaut et28l09) identified hair style and
colour as important features when customizing an avatar in VWs and MMOGs. Prior to

playing Rift in our lab, participants in our study filled out an extensive survey which

included questions investigating which as
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colour, sex, race, etc.) they tend to reproduce when customizing an avatar. 38% of
respondents in our survey identified hair as such a tregturned to the video data for
these 15 participants and noted that only three actually looked at all available hairstyle
options for the race/sex combination they chose. Of these three, amlpanticipant
actually selected a hairstyle that was even remotely similar to his hairstyle in real life.
In one such session, one player attesdf customize his avatar to match his real
world appearance. Asraturally redhaired individual the parttipant struggledo locate
a similar hair colour in the interface. After several attempts playing witlh and dark
tones, he adjustdus strategy with a new goal in mind, trading his desired ginger hair for
green hair a colour not afforded by allCls, but one that is afforded the one irRift.
P1: "they never have any actual ginger colour for hair and they never know how
to make it.. sucks. It's like...red? What if | highlight it? Nope. That looks brown,
like copper. | swear gingers are misrepgaged in every medium."
[P1tries a few more hair colourssome time passkes
P1 "OK, well since they don't have accurate ginger I'm going to go green. I'll go
with green 'cause that's the hair I'd have if | wasn't ginger. [he tried green and a
few othe colours] Never mind I'll have to find the closest to ginger that | possibly
can."
The widgets associated with hairstyle in Rift are showrrigure 38. Here,a
discreet slider is used to represent a small numbeistinct hairstyles. The only way for

users to see all possibilities before deciding upon a hairstyle is to move the indicator
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through all possible points on the scale, previewing each option on their avatar. If users
do not actively "try on" all avaible hair styles, they would have no way of knowing

what all of the available options are.
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Figure 38. Hair options in Rift: two sets of colour boxes for hair colour and one discreet slider for

hair style.

It is not uncommon fosliders to be used in this manner, but it is also not the only
way to mediate hair customizatioRigure 39 illustrates some of the different ways hair
options are presented to playen four MMOGs studied in thidissertation Rift, Guild
Wars 2 RuneScape,3and World of Warcraft While the slider widget irRift forces
players to actively preview all available hairstyile®rder to preview them, other games,
such as those depictedfigure 39, present available hairstyle optiomsdifferent ways
Guild Wars 2and World of Warcraftutilize the previewstyle buttons discussed in
Chapter 3, allowing players to not only view all available hairstyles, but also see how

they would appear ifedected for their current avatdRuneScape 8tilizes the glyph
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style button, which provides players with a simple representation of each available
hairstyle.From ausability standpoint, providing users with a greater deal of information
regarding a paitular selection, as seen with the gly@nd previewstyle buttons, has

been shown to enable users to make more meaningful selections within a given interface
(Shneiderman, 1997However, moving beyond usability, these differences challenge
prominent assumjns which theorize selfepresentational practices in terms of plans

and idealized selves.
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Figure 39. Hair options in the Character Creation Interfaces ofRift, Guild Wars 2 RuneScape 3and

World of Warcraft

Returning to theéension between plans and situated actions, Suchman states that,

"every course of action depends in essential ways on its material and social
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circumstances{Suchman, 2006, p. 70Although 15 participants reported that hair is a
feature they enjoy reproducing on their vattselves, such a desire may be constrained

by the appearance of a new and interesting style that they find appealing and want to try
out on their current avatar. Alternatively, the discrepancy betweerregmifting and
observation could simply be the effect of a-k@sed study involving participant
observation. A third possibility, however, is that affordances shape our plans in
unexpeted and subtle ways. If hairstyles had been preseiifiedently via the interface,

the results othis experiment could have been entirely different.

Thesefindings highlight the ways in which seléporting problematizes the
discourse surrounding the ggmatics of selfepresentational practices. With only a
dozen distinct hairstyles available per race/sex combinatiéftinit would be difficult
for all 15 of these participants to reproduce their-veadld hairstyle in our lab. If
hairstyle truly isan important feature, and these participants did report that they like to
reproduce this aspect of themselves online, why then did they not take the time to
preview all available options?

The above example highlights the need to take interface affordemecesccount
when discussing avatar customization practices. The differences between participants’
selfreported preferences and the observed interaction (or lack thereof) with the hairstyle
widget would not be established if hairstyles were presentdereafitly. The Avatar

Affordances Framewor&llowsresearcherto systematically code widgets so that we can
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generate productive discourses about affordances both in relation to other forms of data

such as survey data and participant observation.

Choose your Race...

2=t
Figure 40. Race/sex selection iRift.

The frameworkcan also be used tamlentify other intersections between the
different data sets that may be of interest. For example, the screen where participants
choose the race and sex of theirtavas shown irFigure40. Notation for this grouped
widget using thé\vatar Affordances Framewogdppears as follows:

[Identifier " Ch o o s e yuonation Seleccracé dngex] [Behaviour Choose 1
of 6 optons] [Structure Button: portrait(6)] [Hierarchy. O] [ Default None]

In Rift, there is no default configuration for avatdrseach time a faction is

chosen, a random avatar is presented. Even the race and sex of the default avatar is
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randomized. Itimsmot wuncommon in game interfaces for
default to a predetermined permutation, ma
player(Consalvo, 2003aSundén 2009) In the survey data, 36% of participants indicate

that sex is a feature they ideally duplie when creating an avatar. The fact Rifitdoes

not default to a male avatar is significant as it not only invites users to play with this
aspect of their identity but it also avoids the common situation in which a female player

must activelyun-choo® male if she wishes to play as a female avatar.

4.6 Conclusions

The researclpresented in this chapter is jussmall user study focusing on a relatively
succinct moment in MMOG play in a single MMO@s such it is important to
acknowledge that this studgnd our results are not representative of the- self
representational practices of &lift players. Players come to MMOGs with varying
levels of experience and character creation interfaces are not designed in a vacuum. The
choices users make are indicatofehe tension between plans and affordances, strategies
and situated actionsRift borrows much fromWorld of Warcraft which of course
borrows design elements frofverquest.Therefore,| believe that our results are
somewhat transferrable to those garfrem whichRift borrows, as well as future games
whose interfaces will be inspired ByoWand others.

The work presented here is not intended to undo the work of others who have
theorized player avatar customization, but to illustrate the kinds of ndi@ata that can

be obtained through intimate Hiased observation of sepresentation in real time.
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Much of the related work reports findings that are derived frorargptirting or studying
complete avatars in an attempt to understand user custamizsttiategies. These
approaches reduce these practices into oversimplified types, leaving little room for
understanding the complex network of actors and actants contributing to the process of
avatar customization. Additionally, studying existing avatalls us little of the process

by which that avatar came to be. The tension between plans and situated actions is
sidestepped irfavour of plans- where avatars are simply the product of-exéesting
customization strategies.

Since these games are coopemtor "massively multiplayer" by design, -co
situated play also has an impact on all strategies of play, including avatar customization.
In the case oRift and many other games like it, the act of choosing a faction limits the
customization options avaible to players. For many, faction choice is one that is made
in collaboration with other players. An ANT lens brings these other actors into focus and

allows us to include these playful interactionsnpanalysis.
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Chapter 5 Self-representational Practices of Came-
Based Avatar Customization on théwniiu

The research presented in this chapter examines the tension between interface
affordances and settpresentational practicess mediated byhe Mii Creator on the
NintendoWii U console A Mii is a digital avataused in Nintendo"8Vii, Wii U, and3DS

gaming consolesMiis made their first appearance with the launch of\Wiein 2006.

While not officially confirmed by Nintendo, the terii is thought to be a portmanteau

of the words "Wii" and "me™ which could prime some users to feel as thoudhi

avatars are intended to serve as realistic or idealized versions of themselves. This
relationship is further intensified with the release of later versions ditheharacter
creation interfaces, on th&/ii U and 3DS consoles, which invite users to access the
system's built in camera to generate tMiirfrom a photograph.

The Mii Channelis the application used to credttis on theWii console. It is
capable of storing 10Miis, where the game's controllecslled Wiimotesare capable of
storing up to 10Miis. Having the ability to storéiis locally on a controller allows
players to bring theiMiis with them to a friend's house and play with their own avatar on
anotherWii console.lt has been suggested thhis functionality may make thelii an
ideal avatar for educational purposes, since students could bring theiMiosvifrom
home and share them across multiple consoles for education@Vlasgan, Butler, &

Power, 2007)
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With the release of th&Vii U, Nintendo launchedViiverse an online social
networking application that allows players to share comments, drawings, erdsuts
of their own gameplayMiiverse has also been in integrated into a numbeiif U
games, such asew Super Mario Bros. Ueleased in 2012. Using tiviiverse,players
can reflect on their own gameplay using many of the modalities noted aldaeyhich
can be linked to a specific ludic moment. For example, a player who dies repeatedly
while fighting a specific boss may be invited to comment on their failure. Other players
who die at the same point-game may also see posts created by othamsponse to the
samefailure.

As avatarsMiis make particularly intriguing subjects of study, since they are
actually created on the console and subsequently used in several games as player avatars
Presently, these avatars feature in over 100 gafes th thewii and 10 games on the
Wii U. In most casedMliis are used as the playeharacter avatar in the game, in other
instancestheymayappear as background characterbeutilized for the game's builh
social features. For example, Wi Spots, players not only use theawn Mii as their
avatar in the game, but manf/the ingameaudience members and bystanders are other
Miis from the player's own consolEor example, | may use niii to play the bowling
game inWii Sports while a handfubf the othemiis stored on my console (representing
my partner, my father, and others who have created an avatar on my system) are featured

as bystanders, watching me play and reacting to my avatar's performance.

150



In more recent games, suchMew Super Mrio Bros U,Nintendo introduced an
interesting social feature to gameplay, introducing "gihigto - semitranspareniiis
belonging to other players on the Nintendo network. These "ghlisb are not
cooperative players, rather, they are sophisticateshactments of existing play data.
The addition of "ghosMiis0 may not only increase the sociability of these games, but
may also allowplayers to make adjustments to their own play styles based on the
observable strategies adopted by others.

Even thaigh customization of th#lii's appearance occurs within the character
creation interface, there are only two options for the avatar's body: a pair of continuous
sliders which adjust the avatar's height and weight. The number of options available for
the awatar's body are extremely disproportionate compared to the number of options
available for the avatar's head, but this is likely due to the faciMhabodies change
quite drastically from game to game. In the figure below, | show the 8éim@amed
Miila in theMii Creator, two different levels oNintendoland(Legend of Zelda: Battle
Quest andMetroid Blas), and theNew Super Mario Bros UNote the differences in her
body across the different gamé®hile her hair and facial features are identicabas
these ludic spaces, her body is changed drastically to match the aesthétmsysical
requirements of each game world she joins.

In some exergames, lik&ii Fit, the Mii's weight is modified when the user steps
onto theWii Balance Boarda game antroller that the user stands on to calculate their

weight and track their balance during gamep@smes likeWii Fit use body mass index
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(BMI) to determine what the body shape or weight of a plajir'should be within the

Wii Fit game. UnfortunatelyBMI is not a very accurate way to diagnose obesity, as it
does not take into account the variability in distribution of lean mass and adipose tissue
of individuals into accountRomeroeCorral, et al., 2008)meaning that many users who

are indeed fit, may be forced to pMi Fit with an overweight avatar due to the fact that
lean muscle mass weighs more than(@hman, Almqvist, Meckbach, & Quennerstedt,

2014).

\\\w\‘;—???f“.!‘:lffi*?—fffi‘
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Figure 41 In this figure "Miila" is shown in the Mii Creator, two levels of Nintendoland and New

Super Mario Bros U

Miila's appearance in multiple titles is reflective of the tladsc nature oiMiis.
The concept of th transludic identity appears in the works of Celia Pearce, who writes
of the Uru diaspor#ollowing the abrupt closure of the MMOGru: Ages Beyond Myst
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(Pearce & Artemesia, 2008players of the game migrated to other virtual worlds, such
asSecond LifendThere.comcontinuing their oline lives as Uru in other virtual spaces

and creating what Pearce refers to as "collective fictive identities." In order to study the
diaspora of the Uru people, Pearce created the avatar Artemesia;ladrasvatar who
maintained a static identity drvisual appearance across the multiple virtual worlds in
which she livedPearce & Artemesia, 2008y earce notes the challenge in maintaining a
transludic identity across multiple games is in negotiating with each system's
affordances for selfepresentation, which are mediated by eablaracter creation
interface (Pearce & Artemesia, 2009dh contrast to Pearce's avatar Artemedis

only need be created once on the consaiier which point they may be played with,
shared online, and transported between gaming sys#snsoted aboveMiila's body
changes from game to game (and in some games, she may have no body at all!), but her
face and hair remain constamte trandudic identity may link back td&toneés framing

of the relationsip between the body and personabe "sovereign subject'the core
identity which shapes any and all variants of ourselves, even those we present to others

online(Stone, 1996, p. 73)

5.1 Miisearch

Miis havebeen widely studied by games scholars and researchedated fields
such as educatiofMorgan, et al., 2007; Ohman, et al., 204y psychology(Dolgov,
Graves, Nearents, Schwark, & Volkman, 201y, 2009, 2010; Principe & Langlois,

2013) Since the culture of Miis encourages the creation ofreglfesentative avatars
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(Principe & Langlois, 2013)researchers have been particularly interested in the effects
of self-priming on avatar selfonnection(Jin, 2009, 2010 For example, Jin presents a
betweenrsubjects study imvhich participantscreated either a realistMii or anidealized

Mii, studyingthe effects of selpriming on avatar selfonnection(Jin, 2009) Jin noted

that participants who creataah idealself avatar felt stronger connection to thdir and

their Mii's in-game achievementdn a subsequent study, Jin studied #féects of
realstic and idealizedelf on usergperceived interactivity and immersion Wii Fit, a
game which useMliis as player avataf@in, 2010). Jin® n d u ¢ t & thctosial d&sigh
experiment and notedgeater perceived interactivigmong participants who were able

to play with an idealized self avatgin, 2009)

The tension between idealized and realistic avatars is indirectly explored by
Ohmanet al, whofurther discuss the use of BMI to asses player bodily healtfiifrit,
particularly in an educational conte§hman, et al., 2014he growing popularity of
exergames in both the public and research spheres has mobilized a number-of game
based exercise interventions on an international gé&dsenberg, etla 2010; Song,
Peng, & Lee, 2011, Staiano & Calvert, 2011; Uzor & Balillie, 200f)man et al. note
that the subject of study, the exergawie Fit Plus, is designed with a BMI of 22 as an
ideal body. During player weigim, Miis jump up and down with aicipation of their
BMI. If the player scores an ideal BMI or lower, the avatar reacts in a positive manner. If
the player scores a BMI above the idealized 22Mheppears to be sad or embarrassed.

In this way, the authors suggest that the game usaseshs a major strategy, despite the
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fact that BMI is known to be a problematic way to determine whether or not an individual
is at a healthy weigif©hman, et al., 2014)

The highly simplified, caricatelike nature ofMiis has also been the subject of
study in a number of paperscluding work by Bryanand Akerman(2009)and Higgin
(forthcoming) Bryant and Akerman describkow the simplistic nature ofMiis makes
them an ideal avatar for representing the concrete self among younger children, where
"concrete" is used to describe the simplistic ways in wthchage group (6 9) defines
or understands themselve@Bryant & Akerman, 2009) Bryant discusses self
representation in terms of children's drawings, in which a young boy might identify a
drawing or avatar as being "like him" simply due to the fadtttiacharacter is the same
sex and hathe same hair colour.

By contrast, Higgin (forthcoming) mobilizes the use of caricature as
representation through the reduction and overstatementoélvieatures, focusing on
how caricaturewas often used in racial differentiati through repres¢ational means,
such as blackfacéHiggin, forthcoming) By definition, caricature is the simultaneous
simplification and exaggeration of features in order to produce a recognizable
representation. Where Bryardnd Akerman (2009) suggestthat simplified sel
representation may facilitate identification with the avatar, Higmrthcoming)cautions
that the mechanisms of caricature may result in problematic, reductionist, and potentially
radst portrayal:

"Nintendo's Mii system relies heavily on cartoonish facial features in
order to facilitate perception. The complexities of a face must be
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reduced to a few key qualities that can be elaborated and used as a
symbolic summary of a face. The ganof variation that every face
contains is smoothed out and rendered down into that which can be
distinguished and stereotyped. The large nose or bushy brow that is, in
the everyday, just one minor component of a presentation of self,
becomes the key piecthat defines the whole within a system of
caricature. The bushy brow, even in its avatarial disproportion, is the
person and, in turn, reflects back on the person. The caricature
repopulates the face(Miggin, forthcoming)

SinceMiis are a simplified representation thfe self, users who wish to create a
representativeMii must reduce their physical appearance to a few features and then
decide which of those features to exaggenatkile the system provides a high quantity
of hair styles, the hair styles present in tinst release of thélii Creator were largely
influenced by Japanese hairstylésrcing some players to select a best match or no
match at all(Shen, 2007) Additionally, the interface only presents users with eight
possible hair colours. Many users have expressed frustration over the lack of hair colours
afforded by the interface, particularly gingéirkilme, 2009)and those who are interested
in giving theirMii an alternative hair coloyf'Why can't you make a Mii with any colour
hair?!,” 2011) such as pink, purple, or blu€his echoes the frustration expressed by the
male redhaired participant in th&ift study (Chapter 4) whose customization strategy
was sigfficantly modified as a result of hair colour limitations present in the @@th
these limitations in mind, players may be forced to further exaggerate those features

present in the interface whidto match their physical appearance. These features may b

representative of those which were prominently adopted in racially stereotyped
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caricatures. Therefore, as Higdiorthcoming)suggestsMiis themselves are not a racist
system of representation, but they are inadvertently influenced by racist vigues cul

Principe and Langloig2013)studied the effects of attractiveness as a social cue
using designed avatars of varying attractiveness. As noted in the researchers' own
literature review, attractiveness is used asoaial cue in assessing the sociability,
honesty, intelligence of others. The authors conducted two experiments in which
participants were asked to rank the attractiveness of static images of humavissand
using a 7 point Likert scale. Results of thedstuevealed that facial attractiveness ratings
of humans could be used to strongly predict the attractiveness ratings of-tresigreed
Mii faces, and that participants preferred attractive avatars as social partners. The results
of this research are itesting both in terms of how we understand the attractiveness of a
caricaturelike avatar, as well the relationship between these findings and those reported
by Jin(2009, 2010)

Dolgov et al. (2014) studied the effects of cooperative gaming and avatar
customization on subsequent spontaneous helping behaviour. Two studies were
conducted in which participants were invited to pl&ji games with a confederate or
actor posing as esituated participants. Rarpants were invited to play with the
confederate, either cooperatively or competitively, using either a generic or customized
avatar. During the study, the confederate accidentally spilled a cup of pens and the
researchers noted which participants helgee confederate pick up the pens, and how

many pens they helped to pick up. The authors found that cooperative gameplay was a
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predictor of subsequent spontaneous helping behaviour, and more interestingly,
cooperative players who were allowed to play wathcustomized avatar picked up
significantly more pens than those wihere not.

The visualrelationship betweeplayers and theiavatars on Nintendo's consoles
is not only inferred by their very namlii; it is further reified by the mechanism of
camerabasedthe ability to have a representative avatar algorithmically customized from
a photographMii creation on the 3DS and Wii U gaming systemmghis sense, users are
primed to create either a realistic or idealized version of themselves situate
themselves within the Nintendo gaming culture and to see themselves in their avatar's
achievementslf there is indeed ameasurablerelationship betweerself-priming and
avatar seHconnectionthis effectis directly reated to interface affordances. Titagge of
available customizatioaptions as well as how they are mediatedll have an impact on
a user's ability to create a representative avatar, which could have a negative effect on
avatar selconnection and player experience.

In the following segbns, | present an analysis on the most recent version of the
Mii Creator on the Nintendo Wii U gaming console. | then present a betawgigjects
microethnographic study investigating participant strategies in customiig aither

via the standard ietface, or using the camera to generdi#idrom a photograph.

5.2 The Mii Creator Interface

The Mii Creator on the NintenddVii U console was lmsen because it presents users

with the option to generate their avatasing the WiilU Game Pad- a new style of
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controller which in addition to offeringabletlike interaction along with traditional input
methods and a touch scre@tso has a camera which can be used to create a customized
avatar | propose thathis option framedMiis as duplicate stanmhs for users; virtual
bodies that are not only intended to grant agency, but also to serve as a visual
representation of the user. While it is entirely possible for users to generate a non
representativeMii, both the prominence of the camera option, as wsllita
incorporation, challenge many of the prominent theories on avatars and idemtigy.

WiiU version of Nintendo'Mii Creator is shown inFigure42.

Cancel y O O | O Next

Figure 42. The Mii Creator Interf ace as shown on th&ViiU console Here, the default

femaleMii is shown.
Players are asked to "select a gender" prior to accessing the customization section

of the interface. MaléMiis wear shirts and femal®liis wear dresses. Interestingly, this
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choice ha no effect on subsequent customization options. All hairstyles, accessories, and
facial hair are available to both male and fenMis.

Navigation for the system is primarily tdased; the main categories presented
across the top give access to cusation options associated with those features. The
main categories are: face, hair, eyebrows, eyes, nose, mouth, miscellaneous (glasses,
facial hair, etc.), and body.

Most of the customization options are represented by buttons. Options such as
face shapehair style, mouth, etc. are all represented by a graphical button displaying a
glyph representing each available style. Where colour customization is possible (e.g.,
skin colour, hair colour, etc.) one solid colour button is shown for each possibléselect
Where more than 12 possible options exist, these options are grouped into "pages"” that

can be accessed via twaottons (see figures belgw
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Figure 43. Some of the different hairstyle options available tiis.

At any timeduring the customization proces8iis can be rotated by placing your
finger on the touch screen directly above e and dragging to the right or left. This
allows users to view th#lii at multiple anglesFigure 43 and Figure 44 illustrate the
selected hairstyle from both the front and side views. While the glyph does provide
information about each available style, previewing options onMhefrom multiple

angles provides users with a better idetbdsow the style will look on thelii.
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Cancel

Figure 44. Hairstyle options are represented by buttons with simplistic representations or "glyphs"
of each hairstyle. Here, aMii has been rotated, revealing what the back of the hairstglshown in the

above figure looks like from the side.

Other customization options are reggated by sliders. For exampMiji height
and body shape are represented by sliders that allow users to adjust this attribute by
setting an indicatoto the desiredalue. While the height and weight oMi's body can
be manipulated, this modification isn't permanent since Mii bodies are different in each
game they are featured in. For exampleW Fit, Mii weight is set by the game after
weighing the user on ¢WWii Balance Board andletermining their body masedexor
BMI.

Sliders are also used in a number of-sunus available in the interface. For
example, in addition to selecting an eyebrow sflfigure45), users can also opersab
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menu where they can access a variety of size, position, and rotational options for this

feature (Figure 46). These additional customization options are available for other

features as well, including the eye®se, and mouth.

Figure 45. Eyebrow options in theMii Creator interface.

Whereas the sliders used for height and weight are continuous, those used for sub
menu size, position, and rotation options are discreet, meaning tbalyitallows a
specified number of values within a given range. These values are represented by light
grey ticks along the widget, meaning that it is possible to derive the exact number of
customization options available for these features and to detehmmimemany unique

permutations are available, as per the method presented by Pa¢2Ga3l.
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Figure 46. Size, position, and rotational optiongor eyebrows in theMii Creator interface.

In the "miscellaneous” category, users can choose to adormMineiith glasses,
facial hair, or a beauty mark. Counting all of the styles available for these miscellaneous
features alone results in 164,738aqtifiably distinct Miis. Taking all possible size,
rotation, and position values into account results in 9, 601, 858, 205, 960 quantifiably
unigue Miis. Multiplying these values by all of the other options (and subsequent size,
rotation, and position opins available) breaks the calculator. In terms of "Hidélity",
these numbers are deceptively high when one considers that there are only 8 possible hair
colours forMiis. | argue that, Wile permutations are meaningfwithin games, they are

not very neaningfulbetweergames.
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Table 12. Avatar Affordances data for a femaleMii.

Identifier | Function | Behaviour Structure | Hierarchy | Default
Gender | Selecta | Select Choose 1 of | Button(2) |0 None
gender | sex 2 options
Ethnicity | None Select Choose 1 of | Button: 1 Light
skin 6 options swatch(6)
colour
Body Weight | Adjust Adjusts value Slider 1 Middle
weight incrementally value
Height Adjust Adjusts value| Slider 1 Middle
height incrementally value
Hair None Select Choose 1 of | Button: 1 First
hair style | 132options | glyph(132) value
None Select Choose 1 of | Button: 1 First
hair 8 options swatch(8) value
colour
None Flip hair | Toggle Button 1 Yes
style between 2 sicon(1)
options

In the above table, | present the Avatar Affordances datavfdaasex, ethnicity,
hair, and body as presented in the Mii Creator interface of the Nintendo Wii U cdnsole.
this format, each customization option, along with all associated widgets, are broken
down into meaningful properties, which can be readilygamad to other interfaces using
this framework. The framework isolates and makes visible the designed properties of
these interface components which are most telling about any ideologies, intentional or
not, that are present. For instance, all customizatjations in this interface do have a
default value, except for sex (labeled as "gender" in the interface), which is selected by
the player before any access to the character creation interface is peintegtedtingly,

this choice does not affect theadlability of any slbbsequent customization optionrF
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example, all of the 132 hairstyles are available to both male and féfiiajancluding
those which appear to be stereotypically viewed as being "feminine" or "masculine”, or
belongingto either a rale or female sexed bodyhe selection of sex is clearly a
fundamental option which must be selected before a Kewcan be broughinto
existence by the console, even though the sex of the avatar can be changed at any time
during customization, and evemore importantly, despite the fact that this choice has no
effect on subsequent refashioning.

As shown in both the screenshots and the dafeable 12, the interface for the
Mii Creator relies heavily on buttons to convey theapase of most of its widgets. Only
a few of the customization options are accompanied by a label: the widgets for "gender”,
height, and weight. All customization options in the interface, except for "gender”, have a
default value. The options for heightdaweight start users off with median values, while
every other customization option is set by default to the first option within the group.
These firsts include a light skin tone, brown hair, and the fgshder appropriate
option from within the groupf 132 hairstyles. Although the same selection of hairstyles
are available to aMiis, they are arranged in such a way that the first half of hairstyles in
the group are the "masculine” styles and the second half of hairstyles in the group are the
"feminine"” styles. So, in both cases, even though a player creating a Mineda easily
move away from thisgender appropriatedefault, the user must activedgek out a new

permutation.
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5.3 Camera-basedMii Creation

The WiiU Game Padalso comes with a froffacing camera which can be used in video
chat or to create Mii from a picture (se€igure4?). Prior to taking a photo of the user,

the interface prompts them to select their sex, skin tone (colour), eye caowolour,

and hairstyle. The user then takes a photo of themselves wi@Gatine Padand theMii

Creator selects the remaining customization options based on the user's photograph.
After a dramatic reveal, users are provided with eight potential perongdtom which

to choose (seBigure48). Following the selection of one of these "best matches", users
can then utilize the standaktli Creator interface to change or modify any aspect of their

Mii, including al options selected prior to taking their photo.

5.4 Methodand Methodology

In order to investigate the camera/console as an actor, | designed a banvweets
study wherein participantsn € 24) are invited to createMii. The study was designed
in orderto investigatethe pragmatics of setepresentation in th®lii Creator. In this
study, one grougn = 12) creates aMii using the standard interface, and the other
12) creates aMlii using the buikin camera on th&Viiu Game PadA betweenrsubjects
design was adopted so that the role of @Geme Padas an additional actor could be

understood.
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5.4.1 Method
This study uses the same microethnographic method outlined in Chafstehd.start of
the studyall participants were also asked to complete a 21tguesurvey. This survey
was designed to obtain demographic data, as well as data on participants’ gaming
experiences, and experiences with avatar creation interf@uesstions used in this
survey werederived from the questions used in the VERUS surveyt with fewer
guestions pertaining to participant demograph&ample questions from this survey are
as follows:

Do you or have you ever played games where you customize an avatar?

Have you ever created a Mii?

Have you used a camera on another systeondate an avatar before?

In what ways do you make your avatar look like you? Check all that aBph;,.

Race, Hair Style, Hair Colour, Clothing Choices, Eye Colour, Height, Body

Shape, Other]

Results of this survey were then compared with observati@talabtained from

the micreethnographic data. In particuldram interested in how participants' ovanior

experiencescreating avatarsinformed their interactionswith, and customization

strategies inthe Mii Creator.

5.4.2 Participants

24 participants, 10nale and 14emale volunteered for the study. The age range ¥&s
to 40years (mean= 26.1 SD = 6.03. Participants were recruited via convenience and

snowball sampling method$Vithin each of the study groups, half of the participants
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completed the sdy alone, while the other half completed the study while in the presence
of at least 1 other esituated participant who was recruited by the participant to take part
in the study. In these cases,-gituated participants were not directly involved in the
avatar customization process, but because thesduaded participants were known to
the participant (usually a friend or romantic partner). Care was taken to ensure-that co
situated participants did not directly interfere with data collection. Addilipnl also
ensured that the instances ofgituated and isolated participants was balanced between

both groups.

5.4.3 Apparatus

The experiment was run on @lienwareM14X laptop running thaVindows 7 Home
Premium64 bit operating system. The Nintendo Widdnsole was connected to the
laptop via theAVerMedia C875 Live Gamer Portable (LGP) HD Game Capture Video
Device XSplit Gamecastesoftware was used to simultaneously record input from the
WiiU and video from the laptop's buith webcam. The console quit was displayed on

the laptop's 14 inch screen and the webcam was directed towards the participant.

Participants used th#&iiU Game Padshown inFigure47) to interact with the console.
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Figure 47. The Wiil Game Padusing the camera to capture a photo of the user. Image courtesy of

nintendo.com.

It should be noted that during the creation dflia using the standard "from scratch”
method, theMii Creator interface is shown both on tH@ame Padand on the main
display. However, during camera mode, the interface is shown oBahee Padonly.

Thus, in order to capture interface data of the customization process after a participant's
photo was takem the camera groyp had to save th®lii and then reopen it for editing

in the Mii Creator. The only impact this had on customization is thaad to (briefly)

interrupt participants to save andapen theiMii for editing

5.4.4 Procedure

Following the completion of the survey, participants wasated on a couch in a quiet
setting directly in front of the laptop. Participants were handed\ing Game Padand

were asked to makeMii using the buitin camera. Participants were not given specific
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instructions as to how to use the interface, eite invited to ask questions at any time

during the study if they weren't sure how to useMiieCreator or theGame Pad.

Select a face.

360606060609

)}

(¢

Figure 48. Participant's reaction upon seeing hidlii .

Once participantsn the camera groupad choserone of the eight potential
permutations (as shown Figure48), they were interrupted briefly by the researcher as
the Mii was saved and f@pened in théVlii Creator. They were then invited to continue

editing thér Mii until they were satisfied with its appearance.
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5.5 Results

5.5.1 Survey

Of the 24 participants, all butwo reporedplaying video games. Theveragedmount of
time reported (in hours) per week playing games orouarplatforms waas follows: 5.6
hours peweek playing PC games (SD = 8.7), #iadurs per week playing console games
(SD =7.5), and 3hours per week playingames on mobile devices (SD 5} When
asked specifically what games they currently play the most, answers were highly varied
and includd all kinds of games from League of Legends, to Candy Crush Saga.

All but threeparticipans reported having played games where they were expected
to customize an avatar. Atlut five participants reported having experience creating a
Mii, some having créed multiple Miis and played multiple games using them. Four
participants reported having used the camera oG#me Pado create aMlii.

The final questions in the survey pertained to-ssdfesentational practices. 21
participants reported that theyntk to make avatars that look like themselves. When
asked specifically which features they tend to duplicate on their virtual sedgpsnses

varied greatly. The results of this question can be se€igime49.
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Figure 49. Number of participants who report duplicating aspects of their real self when creating an

avatar.

While all 24 participants report duplicating their sex when creating an avatar,
reporting on other attributes varies amgathis group ofparticipants.l intentionally
provided them with the survey in advance of having them crede .d did so in order to
investigate the differences thabuld potentiallyarise between sefeporting on self
representation vs. practicé/here there was no variance in reporting on avatar sex, 79%
of participants if = 19) report on consistently duplicating their race when creating an
avatar. This result may indicate that some participants actively create characters of a
different ethnicity m-game, or it could be an issue of interpretation, where race is
understood by some as a means of classifying gneiths the human race, where other
games offer a multitude of playable races, among which may include humans and a

selection of fantasy ras (e.g., elves, dwarves, aliens, androids, etc.). In future work, it
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would be interesting to isolate these meanings in the context efepe#fsentational
practices.

Ducheneaut et al. (2009) noted that hair was considered &"bgh impact"
featurein avatar customization, since hair is not only the most noticable avatar feature in
most games, but it is also the one that is most easily selected as a recognizable trait for
those wishing to create a representative avatar. In my, 5638 of participantén = 15)
reported actively duplicating this feature on their avatars; agsulpp among the 18
participants who indicated that hair colour was also a trait they like to duplicate.

While not always present in all interfaces, customization options fohtdigdy
shape, and clothing did not rank highly among features that participants seek to duplicate
on their virtual selves. It could be that these are some of the things that are most difficult
to change in real life, making them desirable outlets fongban a virtual self. Granted,
clothing is quite easy to change, but some clothing options in real life are only available
to people with expendable income, and a person's level of comfort with their body image
or social standing may also make them féealt tsome clothing choices, no matter how
desired, are not appropriate for their meat selves. Lastly, since the aesthetics of game
worlds often present opportunities for outlandish or fantastical attire, it is not surprising
that participants would not nessarily seek to duplicate their real world clothing in the

virtual one.
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5.5.2 Mii Creator Task Results

The Mii creation task was timed in seconds. Overall, task completion time ranged from
122 seconds to 67/4&condsrfean= 313.4,SD= 172.1). For the camergroup, referred

to asGroupA throughout the remainder of this sectitagskcompletion time ranged from

122 to 356 secondsngan= 223.1,SD = 80.6) and for the "interface only" group,
referred to asGroup Bthroughout the remainder of thsectiontask completion time
ranged from 159 to 678 secondse@an = 448.8, SD = 187.9) The difference in
completion times between both groups is likely due to the differences in the procedures.
Participants inGroup Adid not begin with a defauMii and therefore dichot have to
spend as much time accessing the interface to customizeMineis the participants in
Group Bdid.

Average tak completion timefor male participantavas 245.4 seconds $D =
86.2 and average task completion tinoe female participants v8a358.7seconds $D =
202.70. An unpaired test was conducted to compare the means of both groups to
determine whether or not the difference is statistically signifjoahich it was no{p =
0.1424t = 1.5384.

Next, | reviewed each video in order tdentify how participants leveraged the
affordances of the system when customizing their avatars. These interactions were
compared with the survey dafdearly all of the participants created a seseg avatar.

Only one participant, fronGroup B opted tocreate an avatar of the opposite.s&d

participants reported that hair style is a feature they duplicate when creating an avatar.
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However,threeof these participants did not utilize the navigation buttons to access other
hairstyles (se€&igure43), meaning that their selection was from one of the 12 hhassty
presented by default. Mile the hairstyle they selected may have been the best match of
the 12 options present, it was likely not the best match of tdirgpavailable tall Miis.

Height and weight are adjustable in i@ Creator via two sliders. These sliders,
by default, are set to the median valdeross both study groups,ne participants
indicated thabody shapevas a feature they duplicated ehcreating an avatar aeayht
of these participants also indicated the sameh&ght Yet, of these participants, only
four actually adjusted the sliders for these two features.

Last as with theRift study, | observed esituated participants in botfroups
interacting with their peers during the study. Specifically, these participants were more
likely to have a more emotive response during the "big reveal” in the camera study, and
in both groups, participants who were in the presence of their pemrkl wnitiate
dialogue with their peers regarding their gejpresentational strategies. These
participants were more prone to thinking aloud during the avatar customization portion of
the study, and to discussing their appearance (their own and théar'gvavhile

accessing th#lii Creator interface.

5.6 Discussionand Conclusions

The results of this study are interesting, bubst of them are likelyhot surprising.
Players spend more time accessing the interface during customization when not using the

canera because the work of customization has not been done for them by the software's
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algorithms. Task completion times were different, but not statistically significant,
between the sexes, which could be indicative of the size of the sample studied. Since my
goal was not to generate positivist discourse alypesof players, these results are
really only included because they may be of interest to others who are conducting similar
studies. The results do become quite interesting when compared with the oésbke

Rift study, in particular, the differences noted between the survey data and observational
data are most interesting, and make a clear case for a-misdds approach to the
study of selrepresentation in games.

As with the Rift study, Wwen d#&a from the survey and the study are compalred,
noted a few discrepancies between-sgforted data and what was observed in practice.
Such discrepancies may have been the result of perceived affordances (e.g. not knowing
that there were more than 12 dable hairstyle options). On the other hand, these
discrepancies may actually reflect tensions between methodological approaches.

Returning tothe related work covered in Chaptera2number of papers reporting
on selfrepresentational practices relibdavily on selreporting method¢Ducheneaut,
et al.,, 2009; Kafai, et al., 2010bNeustaedter & Fedorovskaya, 2008) these papers,
participants provided researchers with screen shots of completed avatars rarlewe
asked to reflect on their relationship to that avatar in terms of its appearanogoimn
study,| compared both survey data and participant observation and discovered that there

were subtle differences between how users reported on theireme&entational
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practices, and how those practices unfbldok to Suchman's work on plansdasituated
actions(Suchman, 2006)s one possible explanation.

Suchman explores thension between plans and situated actions, stating that,
"every course of action depends in essential ways on iteeriga and social
circumstancés(Suchma, 2006, p.70). Although 15 participants reported that hairstyle
is a feature they enjoy reproducing on their virtual selves, such a desire may be trumped
by the appearance of a new and interesting option that they find appealing and want to try
out on heir current avatar. Alternatively, the discrepancy betweenregtirting and
observation could simply be the effect of a-k@sed study involving participant
observation. A third possibility, however, is that affordances shape our plans in
unexpected ahsubtle ways.

The fact that there were fewer cases of sex swapping iNlithstudy than there
were in theRift study may suggest that gaming context has an effect on self
representational practices. Whether or not players were knowingly aligning ékfeir s
representational strategies with tgaming context is not clear. However, even with
relatively small sample sizes, it is clear that, unf#, the Mii Creator invites users to
participate in the generation of a visibly more authentic avatar thatasfathemed
games. This may be a manifestation of the etymological power Mither the presence
of a camera designed to capture one's likeness for the purpoakgooithmically

generating a stanid avatar.
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The research presented here in this chiaqumprises a relativelymall user study
focusing on a succinct moment in play in a single character creation interface. While this
study andmy results are not representative of the practices of all gamess able to
show thatevenin a ldlasedstdy wher e the players were col
character, most spent quite a bit of time customizing their avatar. Players come with
varying levels of experience, including expertise with character creation interfaces that
are first and foremostdegned to encourage or discourag
make are indicative of the tension between plans and affordances, strategies and situated

actions.

179



Chapter 6 Affordances and the Transludic Identities

Mobilizing Actor-Network Theory as a theoreticahkallows us as researcherssilate
the actors (humanand northuman) who play a role in identity construction and
performancen MMOGs and gamed.he most significant contribution yielded by such a
theoretical shift is that the ndruman actors who shepour irgame experiences, in
particular our selfepresentational practices, are not only made visible, but are
understood as having effect on these practidesLatour suggests, byéndefing] the
social world as flat as possibl€2005, p. 16) we are able to view all nodes in the
network of a given social phenomena&ven those nodes which have previguséen
overlooked or rendered invisible by the research. Much of the aforementioned literature
has privileged certain actors over others, especially human actbtseanagency within
the network Character creation interfaces have all but been ignasedctors even
though they contribute a great deal to seffresentation in terms of mediation and
affordances.

The somewhatontroversial attribution ofgency to norhumans in ANT grants
agencyto the interface as an actor, rathemtisamply acknowleding it as a toolvhich
the user engages with when making choices about avatar customiZati@uthentic
ANT approach also makes thesearcher and his or her own selpresentational
practices more visible in the literature. The researcher's own biagaesumptions,
training, and experiences shape the truths that otherwise appear to be "revealed” in doing

research.
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The researcher is the human actor who proposes the theories, names the actors,
and traces the network, making its nodes visilde invisible. John Lawdescribes this
process asntological politics As Law suggests, "[il an ontological politics we might
hope, instead, to make some realitiealer, others less s§2004 p. 67. Even though
unintentional, the researcher shapes the networlgsesowhich nodes to elevate to the
status of 'actor' and which actors are worth studying.

This is not only evident inerms of my own research, the work begresented
here inthis dissertation, budlso inthe very fact that | chose &iudy interfacesn this
way. My desireto develop a quagjuantitative framework for the systematic study of
character creation interfacesinformed by my owrbiases insights, and experiencds.
this chapter, | hope to make myself more visible in my research andftotiheoming
about my position in the network. As | will explain in this chapter, my interest in
developing a framework like the Avatar Affordances Framework comes not only from
my own interest in selfepresentation and interface design, but also my oyperences
creating avatars in countless games, including those which appear in this dissertation. As
such, | present an autoicroethnographic study in which | create a trutic avatar
using the following eight games or character creation interfadedd of Warcraft EVE
Onling Saints Row IV, Jam City Rollergirls, Skyrim, RuneScape 3, dRidt,theMii
Creator. Detailed discussion of these games, as well as analysis of their interfaces using

the Avatar Affordances Framework, appears in ChaptersaBid45 respectively.
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6.1 The Trans-ludic Identity

Transludic identitiesare examinedvery briefly in Chapter 5 in discussing the
transludic nature of Miis, Nintendo's consolbased avatarsAs discussed in the
aforementioned chapter, players can create asamwusing theMii Creator and
subsequently play as that avatar in over 100 games dfvittend nearly a dozen games
on theWii U. Theterm originatedvith the work of Celia Pearce who proposes it as a way
to conceptualize purposeful identity continuity b single user across multiple game
spaces(2008, 2009a) For Pearce, the trafisdic identity became evidenin her
ethnographic study dahe Urudiaspora Following the abrupt closure of the MMOGHru:

Ages Beyond My, players of the gamenigrated to other game spaces andreated

their Uru avatars another aspects of the game world in an attempt to maitttainludic
spacePearce notes that the disparity in affordances between the different gaming spaces
had a direct impact on the degree to which players can expressltudiosidentities
(Pearce & Artemesia, 2009a)Vhile Pearce is the first to theaizabout the tranlsidic

identity, identity continuity in virtual worlds has been studied by others in terms of
naming practicegLawson & Murray, 2014) behavioural practice§Neustaedter &
Fedoovskaya, 2009)and avatar customization across multiple garfiesylor, et al.,

2012)

| return here to Suchman's (2006) plans and situated actions. | argubethat
desire to create a trahgdic identity is, in essence, a plan. Starting with the first instance

of the avatar whiclhater becomes the seed for the trardic avatars to which it is linked,
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all subsequent avatars are derived from this prototype. However, as Pearce notes, it is
often not possible to create the same avatar across multiple game spaces since interface
affordances and aesthetics vary from game to gddearce & Artemesia, 20094dj the

desire to create a trahsdic avatar is a plan, then | would pase, as Pearce has
suggestedthat affordances and aesthetics shape situated addeasce describes the
creative challenge of creating her trdndic avatar, Artemesigshown inFigure50), and

how she negotiated these chafies:

"In each case, the general appearance includes variants of
red/titian/copper hair, a fair complexion, and one of a number of
hairdos that attempted to approximate either past or current
hairstyles I've had in real life. As each virtual world has
different set of affordances for avatar creatiaecreating the
same characters across game worlds turns out to be a creative
challenge. How can you capture the essence of a character when
faced with a fundamentally different mechanism for -self
portraiture? (Pearce & Artemesia, 2009a, pp. 1a08)

Figure 50. The various incarnations of Artemesia, shown with Celia Pearce (far right)lmage

retrieved from Pearce's official website cpandfriends.com.

While the term "trandudic" is not widely present in thetdirature which theorizes
selfrepresentational practices, | would propose that the interest in, and prevalence of,

"realistic" and "idealized" avatars in the literature is indicative of an awareness of trans
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