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Introduction

Transnational play in MMORPGs is an important part of the game for a lot of people. However, it is not always fully supported by the game developers. This lack of support can damage the virtual community’s cultural diversity and can affect the enjoyment of the game for some players. In this strategic document, I propose a way of allowing players to be able to play with several different cultures in almost any top rated MMORPG. I believe that if the game developers allow the players to choose their server, even if it is out of their geographic area, players that want to play with other cultures will be able to. Of course, you can still region lock certain servers for players that do not want to play with different cultures, but at least this way every player has a choice.
Barriers

There are three primary barriers to the proposal of letting players choose their own server, regardless of geographic location. The three barriers I have identified are the localization of the MMORPG, difficulties in intercultural interaction, and latency while playing the game. All three can negatively affect the gameplay experience for the players and are some of the reasons that people do not support transnational play.

The first major barrier to my proposal is the localization of MMORPGs. Localization is the process of altering a game to make it more socially acceptable and thus marketable in a new region or country. This process can often put a lot of strain on the game developers and take up a large chunk of time. These changes can often cause games to have slightly different dialogue possibilities, storylines, and can even alter the fundamental gameplay. These changes can cause extreme problems for certain players when attempting to find out what to do in a quest or even just the differences in controls. Localization is especially a problem for my proposed solution because certain servers would have to be localized instead of just the actual software. Since the players are no longer forcibly separated into regions, localization becomes more difficult. Players from all around the world could be playing on a single server, which would make it difficult for game developers to decide who to localize the server for, if at all. Without localization, some players could become confused with what is going on in the game which could lead to less social interaction and possibly more misunderstandings with other players.

This leads me to the second major barrier to my proposed plan: difficulties in intercultural interaction. Intercultural interaction can be difficult for many reasons. Some of these reasons include language barriers, nationalism and racism, and assumptions of similarities. Language barriers are usually the most prominent problem
. Since many game’s dominant language is English, players that speak different languages can feel intimidated.  English speaking players also have problems. According to one survey respondent “it is hard to communicate with them (non-English speakers) whenever it is necessary.”
 These language barriers can cause discord or dislike between players of different nationalities which hurts transnational play. The second major problem is nationalism or racism. Some players from different countries have a built in dislike of players from certain other countries. An example of this is that in “Omerta, Dutch players have attacked German families based solely on the dark history between the two countries. This is an example of nationalism, where history affects present day relationships.”
 These types of problems, while seemingly rarer than language barriers, are very problematic. If these types of interactions are going on in an MMORPG it creates a negative, and possibly dangerous, environment for the gamers and can hurt cultural relations. 

The final problem with my proposal is the possibility of latency while playing the MMORPG. Latency, o lag as it is usually referred to in the game, is the amount of time between when a player does something in a game and when it registers in the server. If latency is really bad, the gameplay will suffer because of slowdown. Latency is far more common when playing with players from different areas. Players from areas that are farther away from the server will have far more occurrences of latency than people playing in locations near the server. This can cause a problem when attempting to work together cooperatively with a group because the group members often count on each other to be quick in order to do well. 
Strategic Recommendations

However I believe that the possibility is there to overcome these potential barriers to allowing players to choose their server freely. While these three barriers are very difficult to overcome, it is possible. Each one of them has specific, concrete solutions that will be summarized in this section.

While localization is important, some people argue that it is not as important as playing the game the way it was intended. Now I am not suggesting that we abandon localization all together. However, I propose that the servers that are designated as multicultural are allowed to remain in their original form. Since the people playing on these severs are actively seeking intercultural interaction, they should not be offended if the game is not localized to their particular region or country. They actively chose to join this transnational server, so it should just be another part of the experience for them. This is a relatively easy step for game developers, considering they would not have to spend time and effort creating another localization. This step would take hardly any real time or effort to do for any party. However, the developers should give fair warning to players joining these transnational servers a warning to let them know that it is not localized to their area.

Fixing difficulties in intercultural interaction is a little more difficult. The first step is to create a in-game translator, much like the one in Final Fantasy XI.  Having played that game extensively, I know that it does not always work perfectly but it is a much better alternative than having no way of other cultures communicating with each other. This would require a lot of time and effort from the game developers but there are also services such as Google Translator that could probably help. This could probably be done in about eight months in order to achieve a decent working product. However, the problem with racism or nationalism is far more concerning. To solve this problem support from both the players and the developers would be needed. Developers would need to actively let players know that this type of interactions are not allowed and should have them accept some sort of conduct agreement. Then the burden shifts to the players. The players will need to actively police their community by reporting players who use racist or nationalist messages in order for this to be successful. I believe that a community that is intent on cooperative, transnational play would be able to accomplish this. While these types of rules are not expensive, it will require time to go through reports and determine if there is any validity to the reports. This is a necessary sacrifice, however, to create a positive intercultural community.

The final barrier is latency. This is by far the most expensive and time consuming of the problems to fix for two reasons. The development company would have to invest in even more powerful servers in order to address lag. These can cost large amounts of money, which will scare off many smaller developers. It is also time-consuming because server maintenance and updates would have to be scheduled at appropriate times for the developers. This could upset some players in different time zones and could cause backlash against the development company. However, if a company is large enough, like a Blizzard, they will be able to handle these types of time and money problems which would allow them to provide a great transnational experience.

Possible Limitations

The major counter-argument that I can see to my proposal is that many players like the current system. For example, one survey respondent mentioned “with the points I've already made, ie‐ server ping times, differing time zones, and the difficulty of running high end content with individuals with imperfect grasp of the group's main language, I'm not certain I want to see it promoted.”
 This type of response seems to be a common feeling throughout the community with several other respondents feeling the same way. However, the great thing about my proposal is that people are not forced to enter these servers. Players like the above respondent can continue to play on servers that are region locked. I believe the most important thing is giving the player the choice to do so if he/she wants to. Just because some people believe it could affect gameplay does not mean that everyone believes this.

This proposal has probably not been done yet for two primary reasons: the possible high cost and the lack of knowledge that some players want this ability. The cost of doing this can be quite high. The server needed alone would set most small development companies back. However, larger companies like Blizzard or Turbine should be able to handle the increase in cost, especially considering the price of subscriptions to their games. Also, I am not sure if game developers know that the want for this type of service exists. Hopefully, the data we have collected could help show developers that a lot of players would like the ability to play in different regions.

Next Steps

In order to move forward with this proposal I would need cooperation from both the players and the developers. Players would need to be willing to let the developers know that they are interested in this concept. If players of the games do not show an interest in this to the developers, then nothing will get done. Next, I would need to show the developers my proposal and prove to them that it is an fiscally intelligent move and that it will enhance the MMORPG. Finally, we would need to let the players know about these new possibilities and let them begin playing on the new servers. This would require few resources from me but a lot from the developers. They would probably have to invest in new servers and probably spend more time working on these new servers. 


In order to accomplish this, I would reach out to the most logical candidate, Blizzard. This company is a leader in innovation in MMORPGs and has the most capital to spend on these types of potential risky endeavors. Hopefully, the people there would see the possibilities in these transnational servers and be willing to at least experiment with them. If the experiment fails, then my proposal obviously does not have as large of a user base as I thought. However, if it succeeds and does well, the technique could quickly spread to other MMORPGs.

Conclusion

In conclusion, it is important that the players of MMORPGs have a choice of who they play with. These online worlds provide the possibility for people in different geographic locations to meet, socialize, and learn about each others cultures. It is unfair of developers to prohibit these players from having these opportunities. Not everyone has to do it but everyone should at least have the choice.
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Player Profile Contact – Lockean on Argonessan
David Prager – Co-founder of Revision 3 - davidprager@gmail.com
Forum Threads
Codemasters Forum – No real activity

Talk video games forum – No activity since first batch of results

Gamefaqs forum – No activity since first batch of results
Ijji forum – Replied to a poster today

MMORPG.com forum – No activity since first batch of results

IGN forum post – No real activity

Egame addiction forum – Post was removed
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