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Abstract

Social Networking has unarguably become prevalent
within the online community in recent years, and with
the onset of Web 2.0 new features have evolved
introducing a much more interactive experience for
the user. This paper talks about current technologies
relating to this field, and the basic social aspects of
MMO(Massively Multiplayer Online) games, with
suggestions on the probable future of social networks.

Introduction

As defined [1] a social network is a group of people who
interact in a social manner, and in relation to this topic
could be a family playing a board game, or a group of
friends playing a game over XBOX Live.

With the ever rising popularity of social networking sites
such as Facebook, and Myspace, online socialisation is
becoming a much more popular option for keeping in
touch with friends, playing multiplayer games, marketing,
development etc. Also the progress of new technologies
which incorporate ever increasing functionality such as
the Apple iPhone make it even easier for people to
socialise, play games, update information etc even on the
move.

Developers are constantly producing new content for
social networking sites, and casual gaming is becoming
much more popular. For example Texas HoldEm Poker on
the Facebook network has an average of over 9 Million
monthly users [2].

Popular MMO games such as World of Warcraft are
reported to have over 11.5 Million monthly subscribers
[3], showing not only that this is a popular format for
gaming and social interaction, but also that a monthly
subscription can be applied while still ensuring the
popularity of a product. Sales figures taken from [4] show
that online gaming is a popular format, and suggest that it
may be a good investment area for future developments.

MMO Social Structures

As can be seen in a paper about MMO societies [5]
“living social networks” are formed, which are constantly
changing dependant on specific elements, much like the
social structure of any group. In an MMO world many
things must be taken into account, for example the politics
of a city which in itself can cause divisions within player
groups. While having less effect on the social structure of
an MMO these worlds tend to have real time economies,
which suffer from inflation and other problems much like
the real world.

Moral standards as well as rules must be formed for these
structures in order to ensure that appropriate actions and
content are produced for the user base, in other words
removing the threat of antisocial behaviour which
negatively effects or harms the experience of others.

People will generally form interest groups which can then
turn into small friendships, and even in game guilds which
can be comprised of 1000’s of players. As can be seen in a
study [6] guilds comprise of complex social structures,
with leaders who manage the guild, and members who
work together in order to advance in the game, or just
enjoy their time online more.

A study [7] talks about the connection between social
relationships and online cooperation between players.
This can be seen especially where factions are formed,
where two players are in essence rivals, this can also be
seen in guilds. In itself this causes a change in the social
structure between groups of players, who under normal
circumstances could benefit greatly from interacting in a
positive social manner.

MMQ’s offer several tools to promote social interactions,
for example Star Wars Galaxies offers both voice and text
chat, as well as multiplayer mini games. There are also
specific professions that players can undertake which are
used to promote socialisation between players [5] User
generated content is becoming more common, even
though it generally simple things like user organised
fashion shows or adventures. However more complex
MMO style applications such as Second Life even
incorporate user created assets, such as 3D Models, which
is fairly similar to producing applications for Facebook.

Current Technologies

Currently gamers can interact via applications such as
XBOX Live, this is a service which allows the user to
create a custom avatar as a representation of themselves,
to manage a friends list, experience rich media content
and to arrange online gaming sessions within their social
group. While these functions may not be as in depth as
those offered by sites such as Facebook, in some ways
they are more advanced especially when taking into
account features such as custom avatars which make the
overall experience much more interactive and personal.

Facebook as mentioned supports the development of
custom applications and games, one application which
stands out is “Vivaty Scenes” [8] This application
introduces the ability to create a custom avatar, chat, share
images, movies etc with friends in a 3D interactive
environment. While this is a step in the right direction,
Facebook is still a website at heart.



The Evolution

3D Environments are already in development, for example
Playstation Home which is current in testing, offers the
ability to play mini games with friends such as bowling,
customisation of an avatar, to decorate the users own
personal house, even to watch streaming media with
others.

Then there are more dedicated applications such as Nurien
[9] Classed as a social networking application this uses
the Unreal Engine 3 to provide players with a social
playground. Again integrating custom avatars, mini games
and chat, showing that even in the near future this
platform will become more popular.

The prospect of offering users a fully interactive
experience is an exciting one, and while it will require a
large amount of work to do well, it should pay off in the
long run. This will allow users to interact in a much more
personal way, while still being able to share information
about their day to day lives. It will also make playing
games more interesting; instead of clicking a link the user
will be able to sit on a virtual sofa with a virtual chess
board.

It will be necessary to produce a clear set of rules as
guidance to keep content relevant to the target audience
however if done correctly these new networks would
benefit greatly from continuing to offer support for
developers wishing to add applications or games for users
to try out. It would also offer a great new platform for
advertisement, and potentially profit making, with for
example streaming media.
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As stated in a BBC article [10] if social networking sites
do not adapt this new method of social interaction they
will be left in the past.

Conclusions

There are considerable similarities between the social
networks in MMO’s and those found on sites such as
Facebook, user groups, mini games, user generated
content, chat functions etc. While there are also key
differences it can be seen from this study that both
applications are very similar in terms of features. Current
technologies are trying to make social networks more
interactive, and with applications such as flash and
SilverLight this has been somewhat accomplished.

As shown it is likely that the future of the social
networking sites will take a leap into the realm of the
MMO. This system will offer much more interactivity to
the user than current networks such as Facebook, while
still retaining the key features such as the ability to
socialise, share content and play multiplayer games, this
will however be delivered in a much more game like
environment in the first place.
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