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What are we going to do?

We will touch briefly on game 
ÇÒÁÍÍÁÒȣ
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What are we going to do?

ȣ4ÈÅ ÆÁÍÅÄ ÐÓÙÃÈÏÌÏÇÉÓÔ 
Stanley Milgramȣ
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What are we going to do?

ȣΫγήΪȭÓ science fictionȣ
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ȣÁ ÇÁÍÅ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ 7ÅÒÅ×ÏÌÆȣ

!ÎÄȣ
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What are we going to do?

ȣÁ ÓÏÍÅ×ÈÁÔ ÌÅÎÇÔÈÙ

discursion into

structuralist

anthropology,

for which I apologize, but not as 
ÍÕÃÈ ÁÓ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÔÉÍÅ ÓÐÅÎÔ ÏÎȣ
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What are we going to do?

ȣÁ ÌÉÔÔÌÅ

Derrida.
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"ÕÔ ÆÉÒÓÔȣ

ȰA good game should focus entirely on it's single -player aspect 
first and foremost. Then if it's a simple game like a shooter or racer, 
use the remaining time and space to fit in a multi-player aspect to 
ÉÔȣ )Î ÏÔÈÅÒ ×ÏÒÄÓȟ ÍÕÌÔÉ-playing should never take away from the 
single-player aspect of the game. Pure multi -player games really 

should be few and far between. ȱ

-- the unfortunately named New Troll, Escapist Forums, 23 June 2009
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True single-player

1 v. self/system
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$ÅÆÉÎÉÎÇ Á ȰÓÉÎÇÌÅ ÐÌÁÙÅÒ ÇÁÍÅȱ

A game that is not played in opposition to, or in parallel 
with, or collaboratively with, someone else.



20GDC 2011: Raph Koster, Social Mechanics for Social Games

$ÅÆÉÎÉÎÇ Á ȰÓÉÎÇÌÅ ÐÌÁÙÅÒ ÇÁÍÅȱ

A game that is not played in opposition to, or in parallel 
with , or collaboratively with, someone else.



21GDC 2011: Raph Koster, Social Mechanics for Social Games

$ÅÆÉÎÉÎÇ Á ȰÓÉÎÇÌÅ ÐÌÁÙÅÒ ÇÁÍÅȱ

A game that is not played in opposition to, or in parallel 
with , or collaboratively with, someone else.



22GDC 2011: Raph Koster, Social Mechanics for Social Games

$ÅÆÉÎÉÎÇ Á ȰÓÉÎÇÌÅ ÐÌÁÙÅÒ ÇÁÍÅȱ

A game that is not played in opposition to, or in parallel 
with, or collaboratively with, someone else.



23GDC 2011: Raph Koster, Social Mechanics for Social Games

$ÅÆÉÎÉÎÇ Á ȰÓÉÎÇÌÅ ÐÌÁÙÅÒ ÇÁÍÅȱ

A game that is not played in opposition to, or in parallel 
with, or collaboratively with, someone else.



24GDC 2011: Raph Koster, Social Mechanics for Social Games

$ÅÆÉÎÉÎÇ Á ȰÓÉÎÇÌÅ ÐÌÁÙÅÒ ÇÁÍÅȱ

A game that is not played in opposition to, or in parallel 
with, or collaboratively with, someone else.

(In other words, hardly anything.)
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Boundaries

The boundary of a game is not the board, event, world, etc.
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Boundaries

#ÏÎÓÉÄÅÒȡ ÉÓ ÔÒÁÉÎÉÎÇ ȰÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÇÁÍÅȱȩ
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Boundaries

How about doping? 
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Helping

The simplest form of multiplayer, present even in single-
player games, is simple advice and assistance.
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Helping

The simplest form of multiplayer, present even in single-
player games, is simple advice and assistance.

!Î ÏÕÔÇÒÏ×ÔÈ ÏÆ ȰÓÐÅÃÔÁÔÉÎÇȢȱ



Parallel symmetric

1 v system vs 1 v system
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Parallel symmetric games
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Status

1ÕÁÎÔÉÆÙÉÎÇ Á ÐÌÁÙÅÒȭÓ ÁÃÈÉÅÖÅÍÅÎÔ ÁÇÁÉÎÓÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÙÓÔÅÍÉÃ 
opponent.

Typically becomes multiplayer when relative status is 
compared.
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Compete in asynchronous parallel with all historical 
attempts.
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Parallel asymmetric

1 vssystem, vs1 vsanother system



42GDC 2011: Raph Koster, Social Mechanics for Social Games

A hypothetical arcade game

The player is playing nested gamesÏÆȣ
1. Steering the ship

2. Hitting the asteroids with lasers

3. Dodging asteroids and bullets and UFOs

4. Getting advice from her friend over the shoulder

5. Getting as high a score as she can

6. To brag to her friend that she beat him

7. And competing against everyone who has played this particular arcade 
machine

This nestingÑÕÁÌÉÔÙ ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔȣ
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Scaling parallel

Scaling parallel symmetric play to large numbers is hard to 
do in a time-bounded way.

ÅFor example, a few people can play an arcade game one after the 
ÏÔÈÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÍÐÁÒÅȣ 

ÅȣÏÒ ÁÎ ÉÎÆÉÎÉÔÅ ÁÍÏÕÎÔ ÃÁÎ ÐÌÁÙ ÁÇÁÉÎÓÔ ÅÖÅÒÙÏÎÅ ÅÖÅÒ ÖÉÁ ÔÈÅ 
ÈÉÇÈ ÓÃÏÒÅ ÔÁÂÌÅȣ

But how do you do a medium size number?
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Tournaments
Brackets are often a game 

of their own distinct 
from the scoring or 
status comparison.

Of course, tournaments 
ÁÒÅ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÕÓÅÄ ÆÏÒȣ
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1 vs1
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Rival and non-rival goods

A rival good is something that cannot be used 
by someone else at the same time.

A non-rival good is stuff like 
information, or the public park.
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Flower-picking

Non-zero-sum resource consumption: You compete to get 
stuff, but there is always more stuff.

Speed-ÕÐ ÁÒÒÏ×Ó ÏÎ Á ÒÁÃÅ ÔÒÁÃËȣ ÅÖÅÎ ÐÉÃËÕÐÓ ÉÎ ÍÁÎÙ ÇÁÍÅÓȢ
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Dot-eating
Zero-sum resource consumption.
ɉÁÌÓÏ ȰÔÅÒÒÉÔÏÒÙȱȟ ÉÎ Á ÇÒÁÐÈ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÓÅÎÓÅɊȢ

0ÌÁÙÅÒÓ ÃÏÍÐÅÔÅ ÔÏ ÇÅÔ ÓÔÕÆÆȟ ÁÎÄ ×ÈÁÔÅÖÅÒ ) ÇÅÔȟ ÙÏÕ ÃÁÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅȢ 
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Tug of war

I can take your stuff, you can take my stuff.

%ØÁÃÔÌÙ ÌÉËÅ ȰÚÅÒÏ-ÓÕÍ ÓÔÁÔÕÓȢȱ

The engine behind all combat games.
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Handicapping

Artificially equalizing status in order to 
provide a tighter race.
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Secrets

)Î ÇÁÍÅ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÔÅÒÍÓȟ ȰÉÍÐÅÒÆÅÃÔ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎȱ ɀknowledge 
as a rivalrous good.

Fog of war, hands of cards, etc.



Multifront opposition

1 vs1 vs 1 ÖÓ ȣ Î
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'ÕÔÓÃÈÅÒÁȭÓ ÔÅÒÍÓ 

At GDC 2009 K. Robert Gutscheraused different terms than mine:

ɆOrthogames: games with a statistical rating outcome

ɆParallel symmetric games: races(OK, same term here)

ɆBrawls: gluing together 2 player orthogames.

ɆPolitics start when you have a choice of whom to interact with.
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Rival goods mechanics

3ÅÖÅÒÁÌ ÆÏÒÍÓ ÏÆ ȰÂÒÁ×ÌÓȱ ÄÅÐÅÎÄ ÏÎ ÔÒÅÁÔÉÎÇ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅÓ 
×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÇÁÍÅȟ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓȣ

Health

as rival goods. 
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Rival goods mechanics

3ÅÖÅÒÁÌ ÆÏÒÍÓ ÏÆ ȰÂÒÁ×ÌÓȱ ÄÅÐÅÎÄ ÏÎ ÔÒÅÁÔÉÎÇ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅÓ 
×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÇÁÍÅȟ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓȣ

Health

Survival

Stuff

as rival goods. 
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4ÁËÅ ÍÁÎÙ ÔÕÇÓ ÏÆ ×ÁÒȣ
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Last man standing
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Mediate your status 
tug of war 
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Social effects depend on humanization

Numerous social science experiments have found that a 
variety of psychological effects only occur when we think 
ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÌÏÃÕÔÏÒ ÉÓ ÈÕÍÁÎȟ ÏÒ ȰÌÉËÅ ÕÓȢȱ

ɆThe Milgram buzzer experiment

Ɇ:ÉÍÂÁÒÄÏȭÓ ×ÏÒË

(Mirror neurons are all the rage.)
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Booing

4ÈÅ ÍÕÌÔÉÐÌÁÙÅÒ ÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȰÈÅÌÐÉÎÇȱ

A psychological 3rd party attack ɀit only works on human 
opponents.
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Deception and bluffing
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3rd party betting

3rd parties play a bidding game against a rivalrous resource 
pool, based on the outcome of a multiplayer game.
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0ÒÉÓÏÎÅÒȭÓ $ÉÌÅÍÍÁ

Teammates with secrets from each other who must choose 
independently to collaborate or both lose.

Except by devs against
players
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Kriegspiel

Credited to Von Reiswitz

ÅFirst used around 1812 as a form of training for the Prussian army
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Kriegspiel

Popularized by science fiction writers
ÅH G Wells wrote Floor Games(1911) and Little Wars (1913)

ÅWhich led to Fletcher Pratt designing naval wargames in the 1940s
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Kriegspiel

Some of whom went on to invent the think tank.
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Gamesmaster pattern

A multiplayer game that relies 
on a third party to direct the 
game ɀan evolution of the 
non-ÍÅÃÈÁÎÉÃ ȰÒÅÆÅÒÅÅȢȱ

(Us in this 
room)



80GDC 2011: Raph Koster, Social Mechanics for Social Games

Gamesmaster pattern

A multiplayer game that relies 
on a third party to direct the 
game ɀan evolution of the 
non-ÍÅÃÈÁÎÉÃ ȰÒÅÆÅÒÅÅȢȱ

Leads directly

ÔÏȣ

(Us in this 
room)



Small groups

n vsn
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Aka Mafia, etc

A game where players have secret roles
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Werewolf

Wolves get to kill off villagers, Villagers get to lynch anyone

Å4ÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÍÅÃÈÁÎÉÃÓ ÁÒÅ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔȡ ÄÅÃÅÐÔÉÏÎȟ 0ÒÉÓÏÎÅÒȭÓ 
$ÉÌÅÍÍÁȟ ÂÒÁ×ÌÓȟ ÇÁÍÅÍÁÓÔÅÒȣ
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Specialization into different games within one group
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Hot potato/ganging up

Rotation of roles within a multiplayer game (often a brawl), 
creating ad-hoc groups.

4ÈÉÎË ÏÆ ÔÁÇȣ
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Hot potato/ganging up

Rotation of roles within a multiplayer game (often a brawl), 
creating ad-hoc groups.

4ÈÉÎË ÏÆ ÔÁÇȣ
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Tag

Layering of multiplayer mechanics gives way to whole new games

ÅAdd secretsȡ "ÌÉÎÄ -ÁÎȭÓ "ÌÕÆÆȢ

ÅAdd dot eating: Duck Duck Goose (compete for the chair)

ÅAdd flower-picking: Freeze tag.

ÅAdd grouping: Cops and Robbers.

"ÕÔ ÔÈÅÎ ÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ Ȱ/ÌÌÙ /ÌÌÙ /ØÅÎ &ÒÅÅȦȱ ɉÏÒ ×ÈÁÔÅÖÅÒɊȣ ×ÈÁÔȭÓ ÔÈÁÔ 
about?
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Rituals

Ceremonies marking significant role transitions within a 
social structure.



93GDC 2011: Raph Koster, Social Mechanics for Social Games

Rituals

Ceremonies marking significant role transitions within a 
social structure.



94GDC 2011: Raph Koster, Social Mechanics for Social Games

Functionalism

Sociology and anthropology used to see all of group 
ÉÎÔÅÒÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÁÓ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅȡ ÇÒÏÕÐÓ ÁÓ ȰÏÒÇÁÎÓȱ 
ÔÈÁÔ ÍÁËÅ ÔÈÅ ȰÂÏÄÙȱ ×ÏÒËȢ

4ÏÄÁÙ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÅÌÄ ÈÁÓ ÍÏÖÅÄ ÏÎȟ ÂÕÔ ÉÔȭÓ Á ÕÓÅÆÕÌ ÌÅÎÓ ÆÏÒ 
multiplayer game designers!
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Ritualism and lifecycles
#ÏÍÐÁÒÅ 2ÏÂÅÒÔ -ÅÒÔÏÎȭÓ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÏÆ ÄÅÖÉÁÎÃÅ ÔÏ ÐÌÁÙÅÒ ÌÉÆÅÃÙÃÌÅÓȡ

1. First, users try to conform to the rules as they work to understand them.

2. Then they try to innovate and reach the goals in new ways.

3. 4ÈÅÎ ÔÈÅÙ ËÅÅÐ ÄÏÉÎÇ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ȰÔÈÅ ÒÉÇÈÔ ×ÁÙȱbut stop caring about the 
objective. This is called ritualism , and he has a great Hopi rain dance 
example.

4. Then they retreat and stop caring about the goal or the method.

5. Finally, they rebeland start doing their own thing.
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Common rituals
ɆTransitions of state (birth, marriage, death, levelling up)

ɆHolidays (environmental transitions, commemoration of individual 
transitions of state)

ɆReligious(requests for intervention)

These are often marked by mechanics such as

ɆChanges of uniform

ɆGatherings

Ɇ"ÕÔ ÁÂÏÖÅ ÁÌÌȣ gifts.
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Gifts are ubiquitous

7Å ȰÇÉÖÅ Á×ÁÙȱ ÔÈÅ ÂÒÉÄÅ

We give gifts at major holidays

We gift the land with a bride at solstice

We give gifts to the dead to take with them

We give gifts at weddings

We give gifts to babies

We throw t -shirts at hockey games
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Gift theory

-ÁÒÃÅÌ -ÁÕÓÓ ÉÎ ȰEssai sur le Donȱ
Å'ÉÆÔÓ ÁÒÅ ÎÅÖÅÒ ȰÆÒÅÅȱ ÔÏ ÅÉÔÈÅÒ ÐÁÒÔÙȢ

ÅReciprocal exchange is typical.
ɆFailure to return a gift in Polynesia costs you mana.

ÅThere are three steps: give, receive, reciprocate. Each can fail and 
each can have consequences.

Gifts are inalienableȣ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ÒÅÔÁÉÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÓÏÕÒÃÅȢ
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Kashmiri anecdote

Ȱ! +ÁÓÈÍÉÒÉ ÔÁÌÅ ÔÅÌÌÓ ÏÆ Ô×Ï "ÒÁÈÍÉÎ ×ÏÍÅÎ ×ÈÏ 
tried to fulfill their obligations for alms -giving 
simply by giving alms back and forth to one 
another. On their deaths they were transformed 
into two poisoned wells from which no one could 
drink, reflecting the barrenness of this weak 
simulacrum of giving.ȱ

-- 7ÉËÉÐÅÄÉÁȟ ÓÕÍÍÁÒÉÚÉÎÇ ÁÎ ÁÎÅÃÄÏÔÅ ÉÔÓÅÌÆ ÓÕÍÍÁÒÉÚÅÄ ÉÎ ,Å×ÉÓ (ÙÄÅȭÓThe 
Gift: Imagination and the Erotic Life of Property,who got it from who knows 

where
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Tiers of economy

Non-market economies:no concept of price

Generalized reciprocity:just give, whee, no expectations!
ÅReciprocity resides in satisfaction, social closeness. In western society this tends to be 

gifting between family members, etc

Balanced reciprocity:expectation of a return gift at an undefined future date.
ÅStill pretty informal. This is where social game gifting tends to reside.

Negative reciprocity:barter systems, which enable transactions between 
strangers.
ÅA way to establish friendly relations when meeting strangers.
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Mentoring & twinking

Onboarding and socializing group members via the gifting of rivalrous or 
non-rivalrous goods.

Å Giving a car at graduation

Å Or Mickey Mouse ears

when you join Disney.

An asymmetric

exchange: I get

social obligation,

you get value.
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Identity

Means of displaying status and role via rivalrous goods.

ÅExtremely important with groups, from skins vs shirts to class 
gear, etc.
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Ostracism

Group removal via denial of common resources.



Networks

Scale-free social structures
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Networks
Technical term: scale-free networks.

A very particular sort of structural pattern ɀand universal in 
human society.

Oddly, social network games 
make very poor use of social 

network theory
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ÅA new person coming into a network tends to pick the most 
popular node to connect to.
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Power laws

4ÈÅ ÍÁÔÈÅÍÁÔÉÃÁÌ ÄÉÓÔÒÉÂÕÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȰÐÏÐÕÌÁÒÉÔÙȱ ÏÆ ÌÉÎË ÄÅÓÔÉÎÁÔÉÏÎÓȢ

There are consequences to this distribution.
ÅMedian lower than the mean
ÅUnknowability of the network
ÅUnequal information dissemination
ÅNetwork longevity and hub vulnerability
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Bose-Einstein condensate

A phase transition×ÈÅÒÅ Á ÎÅÔ×ÏÒËȭÓ ÐÏ×ÅÒ ÌÁ× ÇÅÔÓ ÓÏ 
extremely kinked that a single hub dominates:

ÅWindows operating system

Å4ÉÇÅÒ 7ÏÏÄÓȭ ×ÉÎ-loss record earlier in his career

ÅThe winning kingdom in Shadowbane
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Channel capacity & sympathy groups

Lots of evidence to suggest that your 
ȰËÎÏ×ÁÂÌÅȱ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÎÅÔ×ÏÒË ÉÓ ÌÉÍÉÔÅÄ
Å2ÏÂÉÎ $ÕÎÂÁÒȟ ȰÍÏÎËÅÙÓÐÈÅÒÅȱ ÅÔÃ

This leads to special mechanics when 
dealing with nodes at different graph 
distances.
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Trust
Trust up close ɀÁÎÄ ÉÔȭÓ ÎÏÎ-transitive!

Reputation at midrange

Faith at a distance (aka social contract)
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Homogeneity

Tightly linked nodes tend to be homogeneousɀliking the 
same things

ÅThis also introduces interesting liabilities in gameplay

!Ó ÔÈÏÓÅ ×ÉÔÈ ËÉÄÓ ËÎÏ×ȟ ÏÎÅȭÓ ÐÅÅÒ ÇÒÏÕÐ ÃÁÒÒÉÅÓ ÍÏÒÅ 
social weight than authority

Combined with trust and other network characteristics, we 
ÇÅÔȣ



134GDC 2011: Raph Koster, Social Mechanics for Social Games

Association of self-similar nodes into a multi -cluster sub-
network with its own social identity

Guilds/tribes



135GDC 2011: Raph Koster, Social Mechanics for Social Games

Association of self-similar nodes into a multi -cluster sub-
network with its own social identity

Guilds/tribes



136GDC 2011: Raph Koster, Social Mechanics for Social Games

Guilds vs Neighbor Structures

T. B. Naik specifies these as the identifiers of tribes:

Åsocial distance from other tribes

Åfrequency of contact

Åcommunity of interests

Åscale

Åcompactness and self-sufficiency

Åpolitically organized

Åcustomary laws

Åmultifarious economic pursuits
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Impact of scale

Different social structures at different scales:

Bands
No fixed home 

"Egalitarian" leadership

No real bureaucracy 

No laws

Unstratified culture

Tribes
A single home

"Egalitarian" or "big-man" 

Organized resource extraction 

Still unstratified

Chiefdoms
Many homes 

Castes and classes

Cronyism & monarchs

Bureaucracy & laws

Taxes, indentured labor, and 
slavery 

Public architecture 

Luxuries for elites 

Dozens Hundreds Thousands
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Segregation and genocide

Mathematical simulations show that given a petri dish, tribal 
structures always

ÅSelf-segregate

ÅAnnihilate each other
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Exclusivity
The use of identity and other 

earlier mechanics to 
manipulate the valueof 
rivalrous and non-rivalrous 
goods.

!ÌÓÏ ËÎÏ×Î ÁÓ ȰÖÅÌÖÅÔ ÒÏÐÅȢȱ
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Massive groups

Designing games at the societal level

OK, I have to stop and say this.

Social games have the largest game canvas 
in all of HISTORY.

And yet social games are designed 
primarily at the single -player level, with 

minor multiplayer mechanics.

&ÒÏÍ ÈÅÒÅ ÏÎ ÕÐȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÕÎÃÈÁÒÔÅÄ ÔÅÒÒÉÔÏÒÙȢ

But it is also the potential
and the future

and the GLORY of social games.


