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Mobile Social Play

Or: blurring the edges of the magic circle
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Hello

I live in Utrecht the Netherlands.

Thank Thomas for creating such a cool platform.

My first presentation to peers - please be gentle!
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Info.nl

I work at Info.nl in Amsterdam the Netherlands.

That’s one of the oldest independent internet agencies in NL.

I’m an IxD, which involves a lot of ‘invisible design’.

I’m concerned with structure and behaviour.

Yes that amounts to a lot of flowcharts and wireframes and other

diagrams.

Bigger clients (financial services), complex apps.

http://www.flickr.com/photos/kaeru/51164579/
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Leapfrog

Freelance IxD in Copenhagen starting 1 July.

Hopefully working in the areas discussed in this talk (mobile, soso,

gaming).
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Utrecht School of Arts

http://www.flickr.com/photos/neok/68044381/

Educated there as an IxD, always drawn to games because of their

complexity and 2nd order design challenges.

Now teaching, which amounts to annoying 2nd year students who

are intent on becoming console game design gods with silliness

involving no screen games etc. I didn’t want to have them ‘design’

ports of 20 year old games for mobile phones. I wanted to use the

mobile platform for ‘meaningful play’.
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Part the first

So, why this talk?
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Games industry

“[...] millions of mobile gamers, [are]
tired of being told they!re not really
gamers, and frustrated that the state-of-
the-art in mobile gaming is 20-year-old
design running on 20-day-old
technology [...]” -- Demetri Detsaridis

http://www.gamasutra.com/php-bin/news_index.php?story=11665

Games industry is having a tough time ’getting’ mobile.

It’s mostly ‘shovelware’.

Example: EA mobile keynote at GDC 2006.
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Internet industry

I stole this one from Chris Heathcote’s blog.

http://flickr.com/photos/featherbed/92333237/

Internet industry had made good progress with social. That’s  a good

‘channel’ for truly mobile play.
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Let!s talk about mobile
social play
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Definition time...
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Mobile

In the broadest sense...

You can move, maybe you have to move?

Messenger of all things pervasive, ambient & ubiquitous, even

tangible?

http://www.flickr.com/photos/steveroe/7379958/
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Social

Familiar to rebooters.

All about people, their relationships and interactions.

http://flickr.com/photos/miek37/55622148/in/set-1204742/
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Play

http://www.flickr.com/photos/emeryjl/371341012/

Play finally, is probably why you’re here.

Rules of Play: free movement through a rigid structure.

Formal games, sports - toys, playful activities, ...
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Previous playful talks at
Reboot
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Ben Cerveny

http://www.flickr.com/photos/mac/18489780/

Play as language, complex emergent systems as a source of

pleasure.
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TL Taylor

http://www.flickr.com/photos/jonasb/161633932/

Talked about interlinked real & game worlds with social play.
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So...

So what we end up with are playful spaces that are accessed on the

go and in public and have as content social relations and

interactions. Those strike me as the coolest, anyway.
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Examples

Any current examples of what I’m aiming for? Sure...
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Big / alternate reality games
ConQwest

Obvious candidate, distributed across media, different names by

different companies.

http://www.flickr.com/photos/djm/13052620/
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Big / alternate reality games
ilovebees

http://flickr.com/photos/g3k/15237766/

2004 presidential debate at Arizona State University on CNN.

“The ASU Beekeepers team faced a few challenges during the days

leading up to the debate, as it was a little scary running around

campus answering phones while the Secret Service was doing

security sweeps of the area.”

http://www.argn.com/archive/000170arg_on_cnn.php
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Julian Bleecker!s Flavonoid

Bleecker has this cool project where he’s building tech to support

‘offline gaming’.

“Can there be "offline gaming" where the screen disappears to the

point of it not even being necessary? Where you sort of ambiently

know that you're gaming in the sense that your actions and activities

"offline" will register in the game world once you get back to your

normal human computer later? Can you still be gaming while you're

doing a run to the market, without being consciously and actively "in"

the game while doing the grocery shop? But still, knowing in the back

of your mind that, hey, cool! I'll get my shopping done and probably

get a +2 power up!”

http://research.techkwondo.com/blog/julian/303

Image:

http://www.flickr.com/photos/research_techkwondo/413916560/
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Keyhole games

Old but still interesting

http://weblog.coolmedia.nl/comments.php?id=2049_0_1_0_C
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Guitar Hero

http://www.flickr.com/photos/alatechsourceblog/366428922/
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Dance Dance Revolution

http://www.flickr.com/photos/boojee/50952912/
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Wii

http://flickr.com/photos/mtg/306853238/
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Tangible

Games with embodied, gestural input.

Nice side effect: become performance like which enhances social

function.

By-standers become spectators.

Mobile devices are increasingly using gesture, Bluetooth tennis,

iPhone...
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LARP

http://www.flickr.com/photos/questa/264103190/

Interesting juxtapositions of game and reality...
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Part the second

So what now? This is so huge, I want to zoom in on one aspect...
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Design ! theory

... Using GD theory!
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One great source of hard core game design theory. By Katie Salen &

Eric Zimmerman.
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Magic circle

http://www.flickr.com/photos/49503097883@N01/1322602/

A concept I think is particularly helpful in this case.
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Is: the space (and time) in
which a game is played

According to Salen & Zimmerman...



33

May 28, 2007 Mobile Social Play, Kars Alfrink, Reboot 9.0 33

Lusory attitude

http://www.flickr.com/photos/ramonduran/107790614/

To be a player of game you have to willingly subject to its rules in

exchange for a pleasurable experience.
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Game " Play

Once a game shifts to play it becomes open to its context (culture) but

some borders still exist.



35

May 28, 2007 Mobile Social Play, Kars Alfrink, Reboot 9.0 35

Mobile social games blur
the edges of the magic
circle

So what I think is key to all these games is that they blur the edges of

the magic circle.

http://www.flickr.com/photos/seanpbarry/57787367/
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Everywhere

http://www.flickr.com/photos/gullevek/162441918/

They can be played everywhere.
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Anytime

Anytime a player wants.
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With anyone

With (potentially) anyone.
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Where is the game? Can I
escape it?

This works the other way too

The game can encroach on players in any place.
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When am I playing? When
have I stopped?

It might not be crystal clear when you’re playing.

Example: TAG.
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Who are players? Who are
non-players?

Part of the content of the game can be about the question who are the

players? Some games might allow spontaneous cooptation of

bystanders as players.
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The Game (1997)

http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0119174/

So perhaps at this point you have an image inside your head akin to

Michael Douglas’ experience in the movie The Game...
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Part the third

Wrapping it up, lets give this puppy some legs.
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Some guidelines

So working from this concept of the magic circle we can make some

statements about how mobile social play can be encouraged.
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1. Design for different
levels of player engagement

Use the example of Matt Jones’ LIFT06 talk.

He created this toy-like mobile game at Nokia that employed the

‘iceberg of play’.

It’s fun on many levels of player activities.
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2. Provide for player roles

Player roles (implicit or explicit) encourage social play. Examples are

playground games such as tag and hide and seek.

Having player roles stimulated social player interaction that arises

from tension between roles.

Roles can switch around.

Back to Cerveny: you can have a composition mode in which players

assign roles to each other.



47

May 28, 2007 Mobile Social Play, Kars Alfrink, Reboot 9.0 47

3. Encourage meta gaming

http://www.flickr.com/photos/tomsly/49162415/

In ‘downtime’ players can still undertake game related activities that

deepen the experience of play.
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4. Support implicit rule
creation

Have venues where players come to agreements on what unwritten,

unencoded rules are actual.
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5. Play with the game!s
existence

A dangerous one perhaps?

Think beyond wired media, go crossmedial.
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Applications?
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A. Cultural resistance
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B. Behavioural change

Incentivising desired actions. Continuous intermittent reward...
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C. Insight

Learning about the workings of complex systems (ie. the world).
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A playful world

So what happens when the edges are blurred so much the game

disappears? Are games artificial? No, they’re designed, so we can

design the playful world we want.

What we end up might be a society smattered with playful tech, what

would that world look like?
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Thank you!

Questions, comments, suggestions:
kars@leapfrog.nl

This presentation:
leapfrog.nl/blog/archives/tags/reboot+9

All images Creative Commons licensed from Flickr.


