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Abstract 
Previous research demonstrates that social experience is a key 
motivation for continued play in online games. We argue that 
there is an untapped potential for NPCs to act as social mediators 
in online games by stimulating social interaction between players. 
For example, a social mediator NPC could ask in chat, “How is 
everyone’s day?” to encourage conversations between players. 
We suggest two potential applications for social mediator NPCs 
in online games by examining social experiences in two contem-
porary massively-multiplayer online role-playing games 
(MMOs): Guild Wars 2 and World of Warcraft. 

 Introduction   
Social experience is one of the central motivators for play 
in online games (Taylor 1999; Steinkuehler and Williams 
2006; Nardi and Harris 2006; Ducheneaut, Moore, and 
Nickell 2007; Afonso and Prada 2009; Xu et al. 2011; 
Trepte, Reinecke, and Juechems 2012; Dimas and Prada 
2013; Crenshaw and Nardi 2014; Tanenbaum, Seif El-
Nasr, and Nixon 2014; O’Connor et al. 2015). Research on 
social believability focuses on designing NPCs that func-
tion as social agents to cultivate a social experience for 
players in both single- and multi-player games. We argue 
that online games could use social mediator NPCs to in-
crease sociality in player-to-player interactions. By social 
mediator NPC, we mean an agent that initiates and facili-
tates, rather than participates in, social interactions be-
tween human players. For example, a social mediator NPC 
could assist human players in combat while providing con-
versational cues. 
 Dabbish et al. (2012) conducted an experimental study 
of group activities in World of Warcraft using conversa-
tional prompts to facilitate player-to-player communica-
tion. A confederate player used scripted dialogue such as 
“Is everybody ready?” or, “What did you do today?” to 
initiate communication. In comparison to a condition with 
no communication, confederates who provided conversa-
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tional prompts via chat channels significantly increased 
communication between group members (Dabbish, Kraut, 
and Patton 2012). 

In this study, the confederate player was neither required 
to perform perfectly in combat, nor to engage in lengthy 
discussions. She was only required to type prompts from a 
script and to provide minimal conversation if other players 
directly addressed her. A social mediator NPC could thus 
replace her.  

Some MMO communities argue that games no longer 
require players to socialize, which has diminished the 
overall experience of play (O’Connor et al. 2015; Cren-
shaw and Nardi submitted). Novel applications of NPCs in 
games can contribute to sociality and improve the play 
experience (Afonso and Prada 2009). We argue that it is 
possible to design social mediator NPCs that encourage 
sociality in play. 
 In an exploratory study, we investigate players’ social 
experiences in Guild Wars 2 (ArenaNet 2012) and World 
of Warcraft (Blizzard Entertainment 2004). We use a 
qualitative analysis of forum posts from ArenaNet’s offi-
cial Guild Wars 2 forums and Blizzard Entertainment’s 
official World of Warcraft forums. We transcribed posts 
verbatim, retaining individual spelling, grammar, and 
punctuation errors in quotes reported here. This analysis is 
part of a larger study on social affordances and sociality in 
MMOs (Crenshaw and Nardi submitted). 

NPCs as Social Mediators 
Could well-designed social mediator NPCs increase social-
ity, something we know players crave in their gaming ex-
perience? Many MMO players are not attuned to the idea 
of interacting with NPCs and prefer to interact with other 
players. For example, a player wrote on the Guild Wars 2 
forums: “I used to play MMOs to play with other players 
and make new friends. These days it feels as if I was play-
ing a single player game with some decent AI.” A World of 
Warcraft player wrote: “Blizzard has killed basically all 
the social aspects of WoW…other players may as well be 
AI Bots for all you need to communicate with them.” Many 
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players complain about interactions with “AI bots” by 
which they mean NPCs.  

One approach to this problem is designing NPCs to en-
courage sociality between players, rather than creating so-
cial experience solely through NPCs. We provide two ex-
amples of social mediator NPCs. 

The first is an NPC that contributes to group activities, 
prompting for communication at certain intervals during an 
activity. Using a repository of potential dialogue, the social 
mediator NPC could offer scripted conversational cues 
such as, “Do you have any suggestions for this dungeon?”, 
“Anyone looking for specific loot here?”, and “What are 
people’s plans for the weekend?” The social mediator 
NPCs would only need to make human players talk to each 
other to create a social experience. As demonstrated in 
Dabbish et al.’s research, even minimal conversation is 
capable of increasing group communication (Dabbish, 
Kraut, and Patton 2012). 

We acknowledge that in this first example a socially be-
lievable NPC needs an artificial intelligence (AI) system in 
place that responds to different conversational contexts. 
For example, if a social mediator NPC does not receive a 
reply to a message after a specified amount of time, the AI 
might comment on how quiet the group is. Programming 
the NPC to recognize when other players address it in con-
versations is another way to improve social believability of 
the NPC. In MMOs, modes of address generally include 
references to a character’s class or name (Crenshaw and 
Nardi 2014). If the social mediator NPC is a Warrior 
named Ravenoak, for example, words that indicate a player 
is addressing the NPC might include: “Warrior,” “Raven,” 
“Ravenoak,” and “Rav.” Though the system we propose is 
somewhat rudimentary, we argue that there are many ways 
in which a more advanced AI system could improve this 
type of social mediator NPC. 

The second example would not require as robust an AI 
system, as the first, but can still provide opportunities for 
socializing between players. This social mediator NPC 
would set up contests for players to facilitate conversation. 
TriviaBot, for example, is a World of Warcraft mod that 
has been downloaded over 275,000 times (“TriviaBot” 
2015). Players on the World of Warcraft forum reported 
that they organized trivia nights with prizes for winners 
including gold and items. But most acknowledged that the 
TriviaBot was primarily for fun: “Note: Due to the nature 
of the TriviaBot mod, the awarding of points will be final. 
Remember - it's only a game, so leave the nerdrage at the 
door and have fun!” Here, a social mediator NPC could 
add to the fun by providing scripted questions, offering 
feedback for correct answers, and recording players’ 
scores. 

Social mediator NPCs could track other social actions as 
well. For example, an NPC could record and notify players 
if they had previously played with a group member to initi-
ate communication. Another kind of social mediator NPC 

could facilitate other small social games within an MMO 
such as hide-and-go-seek or gambling.  

Conclusion 
Social mediator NPCs can be designed to provide ser-

vices that encourage communication between players, but 
do not function as completely independent social agents. 
Players enjoy socializing in online games and social me-
diator NPCs could be a useful way to contribute to online 
gaming experience by promoting sociality between human 
players.  

References 
Afonso, Nuno, and Rui Prada. 2009. “Agents That Relate: Im-
proving the Social Believability of Non-Player Characters in 
Role-Playing Games.” In Entertainment Computing-ICEC 2008, 
34–45. Springer. http://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-
540-89222-9_5. 
ArenaNet. 2012. Guild Wars 2. ArenaNet. 
https://www.guildwars2.com/en/. 
Blizzard Entertainment. 2004. World of Warcraft. Blizzard Enter-
tainment. http://us.battle.net/wow/en/. 
Crenshaw, Nicole, and Bonnie Nardi. submitted. “‘It Was More 
than Just the Game, It Was the Community’: Affordances in So-
cial Games.” In System Sciences, 2016. Proceedings of the 49th 
Annual Hawaii International Conference. 
———. 2014. “What’s in a Name?: Naming Practices in Online 
Video Games.” In Proceedings of the First ACM SIGCHI Annual 
Symposium on Computer-Human Interaction in Play, 67–76. CHI 
PLAY ’14. New York, NY, USA: ACM. 
doi:10.1145/2658537.2658685. 
Dabbish, Laura, Robert Kraut, and Jordan Patton. 2012. “Com-
munication and Commitment in an Online Game Team.” In Pro-
ceedings of the SIGCHI Conference on Human Factors in Com-
puting Systems, 879–88. CHI ’12. New York, NY, USA: ACM. 
doi:10.1145/2207676.2208529. 
Dimas, Joana, and Rui Prada. 2013. “Social Behaviour in Games: 
Dynamic Identity in NPCs.” In . 
Ducheneaut, Nicolas, Robert J. Moore, and Eric Nickell. 2007. 
“Virtual ‘Third Places’: A Case Study of Sociability in Massively 
Multiplayer Games.” Computer Supported Cooperative Work 
(CSCW) 16 (1-2): 129–66. doi:10.1007/s10606-007-9041-8. 
Nardi, Bonnie, and Justin Harris. 2006. “Strangers and Friends: 
Collaborative Play in World of Warcraft.” In Proceedings of the 
2006 20th Anniversary Conference on Computer Supported Co-
operative Work, 149–58. CSCW ’06. New York, NY, USA: 
ACM. doi:10.1145/1180875.1180898. 
O’Connor, Erin L., Huon Longman, Katherine M. White, and 
Patricia L. Obst. 2015. “Sense of Community, Social Identity and 
Social Support Among Players of Massively Multiplayer Online 
Games (MMOGs): A Qualitative Analysis.” Journal of Commu-
nity & Applied Social Psychology, January, n/a – n/a. 
doi:10.1002/casp.2224. 
Steinkuehler, Constance A., and Dmitri Williams. 2006. “Where 
Everybody Knows Your (Screen) Name: Online Games as ‘Third 

90



Places.’” Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication 11 (4): 
885–909. doi:10.1111/j.1083-6101.2006.00300.x. 
Tanenbaum, Joshua, Magy Seif El-Nasr, and Michael Nixon. 
2014. “Nonverbal Communication in Virtual Worlds: Under-
standing and Designing Expressive Characters.” 
http://repository.cmu.edu/etcpress/14/. 
Taylor, T. L. 1999. “Life in Virtual Worlds Plural Existence, 
Multimodalities, and Other Online Research Challenges.” Ameri-
can Behavioral Scientist 43 (3): 436–49. 
doi:10.1177/00027649921955362. 
Trepte, Sabine, Leonard Reinecke, and Keno Juechems. 2012. 
“The Social Side of Gaming: How Playing Online Computer 
Games Creates Online and Offline Social Support.” Computers in 
Human Behavior 28 (3): 832–39. doi:10.1016/j.chb.2011.12.003. 
“TriviaBot.” 2015. Curse. Accessed July 2. 
http://www.curse.com/addons/wow/trivia-bot. 
Xu, Yan, Xiang Cao, Abigail Sellen, Ralf Herbrich, and Thore 
Graepel. 2011. “Sociable Killers: Understanding Social Relation-
ships in an Online First-Person Shooter Game.” In Proceedings of 
the ACM 2011 Conference on Computer Supported Cooperative 
Work, 197–206. CSCW ’11. New York, NY, USA: ACM. 
doi:10.1145/1958824.1958854. 
 

91




