Stati on Exchange: Year One

Noah Robi schon

Phil forges arnmor for noney. This may seem i ke an odd
profession for a 24-year-old Chio State University electrica
engi neering student. But inside of the gane EverQuest 11,
Patterson is renowned for his craftsmanship. Players pay him
hefty sunms of platinum the coin of the realm to forge thema
uni que piece of gear. Patterson has earned so nuch platinum for
his work that he ran out of things to buy in the gane | ong ago.
For a tinme he sinply gave his noney away.

Then in June 2005, the Sony Online Entertai nnent (SOE)

i ntroduced Station Exchange. It offered EverQuest |1 players a
way to auction virtual itens frominside the ganme in exchange
for real noney!. Patterson now earns $400 per nonth by selling
his platinumon Station Exchange. “It’s not like |I play the ganme
to earn noney,” says Patterson. “My play style generates noney.”

Auctioning virtual itens for real noney is not new —third party
auction houses have been around for years. Phil, Iike many
sellers, used unsanctioned auction services in the past, and
sells items fromnore than one online gane as well. Estimates of
the size of the virtual goods market ranges from $200 million to
$1 billion. But third-party auction sites exist outside of the
official strictures of a gane, and have given rise to scamers
who often deliver a different itemthan they prom sed, or fai

to deliver at all. Station Exchange provides a protected and

aut omated way to conduct real noney player-to-player auctions in
Ever Quest I1.

Today, a seller on Station Exchange can make thousands of
dol | ars each nonth. Sony Online Entertai nnent has been tracking
the auctions on Station Exchange over the past year to better
under st and the econonm cs of EverQuest Il and virtual econom es
in general. The findings are collected in this research paper.

Hi ghl i ghts:
- One piece of platinumtrades for $7.35 when averaged for
t he year.

34-year-ol ds spent the nost noney on virtual goods,
accounting for nearly $39,000 i n purchases.

The use of words like “auction,” “buy” and “sell” in this study does not
imply that players actually own anything within the gane: rather, players
transfer the right to use characters, itenms and coin — to be used in
accordance with the gane |license agreenent and rul es.



The zip codes with the biggest buyers and sellers are both
in Levittown, PA

A high level character in EverQuest Il is worth as nuch as
$2, 000.
A single seller made $37,435 from 351 auctions in the first
year.

Cont ext

The introduction of Station Exchange was a cause for great
debat e anong EverQuest |1 conmmunity nenbers. Many feel that
buyi ng and selling virtual goods for real noney is akin to
cheating. Despite the fact that unsanctioned real noney trade is
al ready taking place on every server, detractors saw Station
Exchange as condoning a player’s ability to subvert the gane.

But sellers like Phil believe they are providing a service to
t he gane’s popul ati on. There are undoubtedly sonme sellers who
are in it for the noney alone. But many sellers also enjoy the
respect they earn for their in-gane skills, and having that
translate into real noney is an added bonus.

Based on feedback fromthe EverQuest Il community, as well as
estimates on how many players would be inclined to take part in
a virtual auction of in-gane goods, SOE decided to limt the
nunber of servers that would support virtual auctions through
Station Exchange. Today it is functioning on two servers: The
Bazaar and Vox.

Many nore players expressed interest in noving their characters
to these new servers than actually did so. The nost |ikely
reason for the discrepancy is that noving servers required a

pl ayer to | eave behind a guild or co-player friends who were
disinclined to take part in the auctions.

The introduction of Station Exchange did, however, have a marked
effect on SOE's ability to nediate problens that arose as a
result of illicit trading via third party auctions. Prior to the
i ntroduction of Station Exchange, 40 percent of custoner service
time was spent on disputes over virtual itemsales. Since the
debut of the Exchange, the overall customer service tine spent
has dropped 30 percent.

Even so, Station Exchange has had little if any effect on the
popul arity of trading EverQuest |l goods through third party
auction houses. Wiile it is difficult to gather authoritative
and accurate data from such sites, a sinple conparison of



current prices for basic itenms shows that sales prices on
Station Exchange and third party auction services are about
equal . This appears to be due, in part, to the fact that Station
Exchange is only avail able on two servers. The remai ning 28
EverQuest 1l servers are likely to see just as nmuch illicit
buying and selling as in the past.

St ati on Exchange was never expected to replace or eradicate the
use of third party auction services. It is, however, a business
that SOE is pioneering in North Arerica as an ancillary source
of revenue. The goal of this report it to better understand the
effect that real noney trade has on gane play. It gives SCE a
wi ndow into the potential noney that can be derived fromthe
buying and selling of virtual itenms. And it helps SCE to
under st and how virtual goods auctions m ght be applied to

massi vely multiplayer online ganes in the future.

The findings begin with an overview of net cash coll ected,
recogni zed revenue and the total nunber of auctions. Denographic
details about buyers and sellers, including age and geographic

| ocation, provide a better understanding of the increasingly

mai nstream adult who uses Station Exchange. That is foll owed by
an exam nation of what types of itens are being traded. Finally,
we draw summary concl usions fromthe data that elucidates why

pl ayers use Station Exchange.

Base Econonetrics

Net Cash Col | ected

Net cash includes any noney that passes through the Station
Exchange auction service. Total cash collected betwen June 2005
and June 2006 was $1.87 million. The daily anmount of cash
col |l ected, on average, was $2, 588.

The net cash collected is directly tied to the nunber and val ue
of the auctions, which in turn is determ ned by gane play
characteristics (such as the ease with which a player can gather
materials to craft a piece of arnor). Prior to the | aunch of
Stati on Exchange, the assunption was that players would utilize
the auctions on an irregular basis, which would lead to
spikiness in the daily cash flow. Instead, the net cash
col |l ected each day was predictable to within $100.
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Figure 1: Conmi ssion and revenue.

Recogni zed Revenue

Station Exchange is not a significant source of revenue for SCE,
nor was it expected to be. Revenue is generated primarily
through listing fees and the conm ssions fromsettled auctions.
Sellers are charged $1 for listing items and coins, and $10 for
listing characters. SOE al so collects 10 percent of the final
closing price of an auction as a service fee (unsuccessful sales
garner listing fees but no comm ssion). A small anount of
revenue results fromthe cost of renam ng a character.

Recogni zed revenue for the first year was $274,083. The anount

of recogni zed revenue was as predictable as the cash fl ow

Conmmi ssions accounted for the magjority of revenue, totaling
$187,353. Listing fees, while they generate a small amount of
revenue, are primarily used as a barrier to prevent players from
fl oodi ng the exhchange with itens that would be of little val ue
or interest to potential buyers.

Nunber of Auctions and Registered Users
During any 30-day period, there are around 1,500 players
actively taking part in buying or selling on Station Exchange.

There are 40,663 players on the two SE servers as of June 2006.
Not everyone who plays on the servers is a registered auction
user, sonme do not take part in buying or selling at all. The
additional registration step reduces the chance of fraud and
enabl es one of the nost conpelling features of the sanctioned
service: instant delivery of goods to the purchaser upon



conpl etion of the financial transaction Despite this barrier,
al nost 25% of users, 9,042 in total, have registered to
participate in the service.
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Figure 2: Nunber of auctions by category.

A total of 51,680 auctions were opened during the first year,
and 39, 743 were successfully conpleted. G ven the nunber of
regi stered auction users, it is clear that a sizeable nunber of
people are posting virtual itens for sale on the Exchange on a
regul ar basis, and not sinply because they have an extraneous
itemin their character’s inventory.
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Figure 3: Value of auctions by category.



The sane auctions | ooked at froma val ue perspective show t hat

pl ayers are willing to spend a hefty sum of noney on characters,
with an average of $91.55 spent per customer. This is not nerely
a fact of their scarcity (as we wll see later). The itens
category, which includes arnor, weaponry and quest itens, have
very little value overall ($6.99 per custoner on average). This
is primarily because they can be nore easily purchased inside of
the gane wth platinum

The val ue and nunber of auctions for platinum or coin, has |ed
to a stable, real -noney exchange rate. One piece of platinumon
The Bazaar trades for $7.35 when averaged for the year ending
June 2006. Average spending per custoner on coin was $143. 25.



VWho Tr ades

Age

The average active Station Exchange buyer is 32 years old. This
is much older than the average age of EQ 1 players overall,
which is 25 years ol d.
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182 | 2327 | 2832 | 3337 | 3842 | 4347 | 485 | 5357 | 58andup
Total Spending | $88,489.88$112,077.245120,065.485158,597.14$79,823.94 $52,727.94 $34,343.08 $23,253.04 $22,985.23
Percentage of 1223% | 1651% | 17.16% | 2331% | 11.22% | 867% | 447% | 334% | 310%

Fi gure 4: Spending by age group, total spending and the
percent age of buyers represented by each age group
(ages under 18 omtted).

As a single age group, 34-year-olds spent the nost noney on
virtual goods. They accounted for nearly $39, 000 of the total
purchases this year.

There is a spike in spending anong 22-and 23-year-olds, but the
upward curve is nost significant between the ages of 29 and 37.
As an age group, 33-to 37-year-olds domnate in total dollar
spending. It is also the age group wth the hi ghest nunber of
active SE buyers. Spending drops by half at age 38 and decli nes
rapidly thereafter.

There is no accurate way to determ ne average spendi ng by age at
this time. This is partly due to the enornous difference in the
val ue of goods avail able at auction. An in-game item such as a
sword fetches only a few dollars, while a single character
attracts thousands of dollars. Al so, the data collection tools
enpl oyed by SOCE do not parse the data with enough granularity to
make this calculation. The data that is available shows a fairly



predi ctable curve that correlates with the total spending
figures.

Figure 5: Selling by age.
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Selling by Age $146,636 | $132,148 | $146,768 | $151,326 | $48,486 $25,707 $18,628 $12,455 $10,129
Percentage of Sellery  16.16% 18.04% 20.61% 23.34% 8.98% 5.45% 2.93% 2.52% 1.97%

When it conmes to selling, younger age groups are far nore
active; 22-year-olds lead with $45,000 in total sales this year
The 33-to 37-year-olds still dom nate as an age group, but
mai nl y because they represent the | argest bl ock of sellers. 18-
to 22-year-olds, while only 16% of all sellers, are nearly as
active as their older counterparts who dom nate when it cones to
buyi ng.

One likely reason for this is that 18-to 22-year-olds have nore
free time to spend playing the gane, and thus gathering virtual
goods to resell. O der players, on the other hand, have |ess
time to devote to the gane but nore disposable income to use for
buying the virtual goods they need in order to advance.

Locati on
The majority of active SE buyers and sellers — close to 18%in
both categories —are based in northern California.
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Figure 6: Top seller states, by value and number of auctions.
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Fi gure 6a: Top buyer states, by value and number of auctions.

The nunber drops by nore than half, to 6 percent, for Florida.
But the spread of sellers is fairly even anong the top ten
states that follow.

Buyer Sel l er

CA $326, 349 5,522 CA $294, 975 4,502
FL $115, 807 1,970 PA $96, 285 1,427
PA $109, 882 1,799 WA $69, 894 1, 353
TX $91, 878 1, 486 TX $79, 600 1,238
NY $86, 310 1, 387 FL $110, 416 1,211
AZ $78, 294 1,323 AZ $66, 565 1,022
WA $76, 356 1, 300 NY $75, 283 1,012
IL $72, 757 1,081 IL $66, 672 925
TN $62, 830 1,054 M $51, 432 889
M $57, 178 953 MO $51, 098 836

Table 1: Raw data for buyer and seller states, value and nunber of
auctions.

A nore granul ar |ook at the top buyer and seller zip codes
reveal s some unexpected results. The top buyer and seller zip
codes, by nunber of auctions as well as value of auctions, are
all in PA

Sone 1,121 buys totaling $18, 685 were made from Levittown, PA
One of the earliest planned suburbs, it now has a nedi an
househol d i ncone of $52,123. G ven the small popul ation of
Levittown, it is likely that one or nore entrepreneurs there are
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attenpting to earn a regular inconme through real noney trading
on Station Exchange. (Levittowners are down $5,172 for the year,
with 696 sales totaling $13,513 as of June 2006.)

Ti ny Northunberl and, PA, population 7,463, also saw heavy buying
and selling, accounting for $41,000 in purchases and $40,000 in
sales. It was followed closely by Antioch, TN with $39,000 in
pur chases and $27,909 in sal es.

None of the top 20 zip codes showed a profit for the first year,
al t hough the June 2006 end date may not represent a full year of
trading for these sellers.

Top Buyers and Sel l ers

A handful of players nmade a significant amount of noney from
selling virtual goods during the first year. Two sellers made in
excess of $37,000. The top 15 sellers all earned upwards of

$10, 000 from tradi ng.

Top 10 Tot al Nunmber O
Sellers Payout Aucti ons
1 $37, 435. 47 351
2 $37,127.59 252
3 $18, 447. 75 483
4 $15, 474. 42 354
5 $15, 246. 66 96
6 $13, 500. 17 292
7 $12, 773. 37 245
8 $11, 957. 39 143
9 $11, 887. 87 89
10 $11, 504. 65 59

Table 2: Top 10 sellers, payouts and nunber of auctions.

It is extrenely unlikely that any of these sellers are achieving
their gains through fraudul ent nmeans. SOE constantly nonitors
usage patterns both inside the gane and on Station Exchange for
any abnormal activity. Illicit buying or selling would have been
detected given the nunber and size of the trades in these cases.

Active Station Exchange sellers confirmthat it is possible to
earn steady incone through real noney trading. For nost sellers,
t he amount that can be earned each nmonth is relatively |ow,

bet ween $200 and $500 after costs (listing and subscription
fees). This requires between 5 and 6 hours of gane play per

ni ght according to one trader, a 51-year-old network anal yst who
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i s enployed by the county governnment. “R ght now there isn't
enough of a market,” he said. “There just isn’t enough people
pl aying.” He did, however, earn enough to purchase $1, 400
conputer with his profits.

The top buyer for the year, nmeanwhile, spent nearly $19, 000 on
200 purchases. This player is notably absent fromthe list of

top 20 sellers, nor does he or she appear on the lists of top

coin, character or itemsales. The sane is true of the second

and third biggest buyers on the |ist.

This shows that active sellers are not gam ng Station Exchange
(1.e. buying low and selling high). Rather, they are playing the
gane, questing or crafting objects of value, and selling them at
auction. In sone cases, a seller crafts weapons or arnor,
exchanges theminside of the game for coin, and then puts the
coin up for sale on Station Exchange for real noney. O her
sellers create a new character of a popular class and race,

| evel it up as quickly as possible and then sell it to another

pl ayer.

Gender

Station Exchange traders are predom nantly male, in keeping with
t he pl ayer base as a whol e. Spending anong nen total ed $1. 65
mllion versus just $212,000 for wonmen (not including taxes,
listing fees and character renane fees). Average spendi ng,
however, was nearly the sane for both genders: $63 for nen, $66
for wonen.

What They Trade

There are three categories of goods that can be traded through
St ati on Exchange, coins, characters and itens.
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Figure 7: Value of open auctions by category.
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Fi gure 8: Nunber of auctions opened by category.

Itens are the | east val uable anong the three categories. The
reason for this is sinple: there is a barter systeminside the
ganme where itens can be bought and sold nore easily than through
Station Exchange. Platinumis usually required to purchase those

in-game itens, which explains the steadily high value of coin at
aucti on.

The spike in itemauctions early in the year is related to
sell er expectations that itens would be of nore value than they
are. (The graphic above represents opened auctions as opposed to
settled auctions.) This is also related to problenms with the way
itens are listed —many players feel that the information that

12
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acconpanies a listing is not sufficient for evaluating the
item s true val ue

Coi n

The bi ggest single auction of platinumwas worth $1,666. But the
value of coin is nore variable than characters or itens.
Plati num can also be sold in large | ots. But the percentage of
coin traded remai ned steady throughout the year.

On February 23, 2006 there was a spike in the demand for coin,
which led to a one-day average of $497 for one piece of
pl ati num

$500 $497
$450 2 $457
$400 4
$350 4
$300
$250 4
$200 4
$150 1
$100 A
$50
$0 ‘ ‘ T ‘
8 8 8 8 8 8 8 8 8
3 3 8 8 8 B 5 5 5
g (1 = = = = < < <
N & ~ 3 s & N = g

Figure 9: On February 23, a new Station Exchange server opened
for trading, causing a spike in the average val ue of one piece of
pl ati num

The cause of this spike is well known. Oiginally, the two
Station Exchange enabl ed servers were nanmed The Bazaar and
Shadowhaven. On February 17, 2006, Shadowhaven was nerged with
The Bazaar. This increased the anount of coin available on The
Bazaar, but had little if any effect on the auction val ue of

pl ati num (there was a slight increase in the two days after the
mer ger) .

A few days |l ater, on February 23, a new Station Exchange server
named Vox opened to the public. As with the debut of any

Ever Quest |1l server, the in-gane resources are scarce because of
t he | ow nunber of inhabitants to quest, harvest and craft (the
primry ways of making noney in the gane). Players are not
allowed to nove their coins or itens across servers, SO everyone
starts with the sane di sadvant age.

The scarcity of resources on Vox, and resulting rush on
pl ati num offers a wndow into the potential of Station Exchange
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auctions because the increase in activity had a spillover
effect.
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Figure 10: Nunmber of auctions per day and the debut of the Vox
server.

The volune of trading for both coin and itens increased after

t he debut of Vox. And the volune of transactions was higher
across all categories for the remainder of the year. Recognized
revenue increased by $7,690 between February and March, held
steady through April and as of June had yet to return to pre-Vox
| evel s.

Character prices and trading volume did not increase as nuch as
ot her categories after the debut of Vox because no val uable
characters had been created. Two nonths | ater, however, the
nunber and price of Vox characters for sale through Station
Exchange begins to increase. This is in line with data about the
nunmber of hours of play required to create a high |evel

character (achieving |level 50 out of 70 requires around 41 days
on average). As we will see later, buying an advanced character
is a neans of experiencing the nore exciting parts of the gane
W thout investing the tine required to |evel up.
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Char act er

Wil e character trading is lowin overall volune, the value of a
character can be enornous. O the top 20 auctions of characters,
none was for |ess than $1,000. The top four character auctions
were worth $2, 000 each. And these prices held steady throughout
the first year.

9-Jun- 06 6-Jun- 06 1-Jun-06  30-Apr-06 19-Apr-06

$1, 500 $1, 500 $1, 150 $1, 255 $2, 000
26-Mar-06 28-Jan-06 12-Jan-06 11-Jan-06 3-Jan-06
$1, 400 $1, 800 $2, 000 $1, 205 $2, 000
15-Dec-05 17-Nov-05 17-Nov-05 2-Nov-05  20-Sep-05
$1, 500 $1, 025 $1, 000 $1, 200 $1, 000
16- Sep-05 23-Aug-05 1-Aug-05 31-Jul-05 31-Jul-05
$1, 600 $1, 200 $1, 000 $2, 000 $1, 500

Table 3: Top 20 character auctions by price.

Further study of character trading shows what w se sellers
i kely know already: Elves are the nost val uabl e and popul ar
character race in EverQuest Il. Note that there are four
separate races of elves.

Iksar $2,286
Troll $2,161

Halfling ] $4,397

Froglok ] $2,886

Ogre ] 84,159

Dwarf ] $4,525

Ratonga |$5,259

Kerra | $4,686

Erudite ] $9,041

Wood EIf ] $9,519

Half EIf ] $12,603

Gnome | $14,324

Barbarian | $11,305

Human ] $12,182

High EIf ] $16,504

Dark EIf ] $17,051

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90

Figure 11: Character race organi zed by nunber of
auctions and corresponding total sales price.

In all but a few cases, the race with the |argest nunber of
auctions was al so the one that achieved the highest total sales
for the year.



Class of character is less of a draw than the race. The nunber
of auctions again roughly corresponds to the total sales
position for the year.
Assassin ] $3,830
Shadowknight ] $3,908
Mystic ] $5,849
lllusionist ]1%4,128
Dirge ]$4,523
Conjuror ]1$6,526
Fury l ]1$7,648
Warlock | ] $6.055
Monk | ] $5,007
Ranger ]1$7,234
Guardian ] $6,918
Templar ]1$7,674
Necromancer ] $8,258
Paladin 1$7,573
Wizard ] $9,638
Berserker ]$11,011
0 10 20 30 40 50 60

Figure 12: Character class organi zed by nunber of

auctions and correspondi ng total

Not shown on the chart

cl asses.

Sor cerers,

fighters,
VWarriors,

sal es price.
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is a steep drop in popularity for certain

rogues,

and bards were sold just tw ce
sunmoners,

drui ds,

during the entire year.
clerics and brawl ers are anong the classes sold just once.

Differences In Play

There is
Exchange
prone to

no controlled way to conpare servers that are Station
enabled with those that are not because every server
real - noney-trades conducted via third-party auction
services. Still, a conparison of The Bazaar with the non-Station
Exchange server Permafrost shows sone divergences in the play
styles on the two servers.

is
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Figure 13: @uild activity, when neasured by nunber
of menbers and nunber of guilds, is only slightly
| arger on non-Station Exchange servers.

The overall average size of guilds is larger on Permafrost (34
versus 26). This could be chal ked up to Pernmafrost being an

ol der server, but may al so be indicative of a difference in play
style. A nore infornmed conclusion requires further study.
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Figure 14: Character advancenment rate on average is close to the sane
on Station Exchange and non-Station Exchange servers, but players with
access to quest itens advance slightly nore quickly especially at the
hi gher |evels.

The average nunber of hours of playtinme required to advance
through a level is nearly the sane on both servers. Players on
The Bazaar, with access to Station Exchange, level up slightly
nmore quickly at |evels below 50. Players on the non-Station
Exchange server Permafrost |evel up nore quickly at |evels above
50.
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One reason the non-Station Exchange players are advanci ng nore
qui ckly is that Permafrost is an ol der server. Not |ong ago, the
hi ghest achi evable | evel in the gane was 50; that gave way to

| evel 60 and the top-nost level is now 70. Players on Pernafrost
were probably ‘parked,’ or waiting at each of the top-nobst

| evel s until game expansions allowed themto quickly advance
through new territory.

The reason Station Exchange pl ayers advance nore quickly at
| oner levels can partially be explained by the next two
fi ndi ngs.

Pl ayers on The Bazaar are wealthier than their Permafrost
counterparts. The easiest conclusion to be drawn fromthis is

t hat players on The Bazaar are purchasing coin at auction to use
in the gane. Permafrost does show greater wealth at the highest
character levels. Since it is an older server, players are
likely to have stockpiled plati numwhile parked at those

upper nost | evel s.

This is only a theory, however. Coin is just as available to
Permafrost players as to the people on The Bazaar, albeit
through different nmeans. The difference in the anount of noney
on the two servers may be an indication of different play
styles, or the relative value of currency.
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Figure 15: Nunmber of itens purchased per character, by type, on The
Bazaar and Pernmafrost.
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One result of the easy availability of noney on The Bazaar is
that players own nore in general. The broker board on The Bazaar
shows doubl e the nunber of sales for house itens and triple the
nunber of sales for house pets. Perhaps players on The Bazaar
have nore cash, but nothing nmuch to spend it on.
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Figure 16: Nunmber of m scell aneous itens purchased
per character.

The m scel |l aneous itens category reveals a bit nore about how
Station Exchange m ght effect play strategy on The Bazaar.

M scel | aneous itens represent the biggest sellers on both broker
boards because they include quest itens, which can be turned
into experience points and lead to |level-ups. If a player has
the ability to buy quest itens, then he can essentially buy his
way fromone |level to the next. A greater nunber of

m scel | aneous itens are brokered through The Bazaar, which al so
expl ai ns why players on that server |level up slightly faster
than their counterparts on Permafrost.

Wiy They Trade

One way to understand why players buy virtual goods can be

| earned fromexam ning the popularity of settlenent types.

There are two types: instant purchase, in which a buyer ends the
auction early by agreeing to pay a set price determned by the
seller, or normal auction, which is when the buyer places the

hi ghest bid in conpetition with others until the close of

bi ddi ng.

The vast majority of Station Exchange auctions are settled

t hrough instant purchases. At the end of the first year, the
nunmber of instant purchases was nore than double that of normnal
auctions (22,025 and 9, 421 respectively).
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This shows that players are choosing to purchase at auction in
order to fulfill an imrediate desire. A player realizes, for
exanpl e, that he needs a particular type of arnor in order to
defeat an eneny in a quest. He also knows that a crafter inside
t he gane can make the arnmor for 10 platinum The player then
visits the Station Exchange, instant purchases the platinum he
needs to buy the arnor inside the gane and continues on his
guest .

Movi e concessions offer a useful netaphor here. A patron pays
for tickets, and rushes to buy popcorn and a soda before the
feature. The novi egoer knows that the price of these snacks is
far nore than their actual value — sonetines as much as the
tickets. But that doesn’t stop himfrom buying the popcorn, or
filling up on snacks beforehand.

The purchase of high-end arnor and weaponry can al so i ncrease a
pl ayer’s status in the gane. A recent study of the social
dynam cs in the Massively Miltiplayer Online Gane World of
Warcraft found that wearing powerful itenms is essential to the
construction of a player’s identity. “lIt broadcasts the player’s
status to others and rewards himor her with a sense of

achi evermrent ,” noted the authors? What’s nore, players enjoy
strutting around and show ng of their wares in front of a live
audi ence. Further proof of this conmes fromPhil, the arnor
crafter. The nost popul ar pieces of arnor across all tiers of
the gane are for the chest, |eg and shoul der, he says. “Wuy?
Because those are the nost visible pieces in the gane.”

The sellers who supply the arnor and weaponry feel they are
providing a service to players. And they too becone elite
menbers of the community —strutting their skills fromthe other
side of the bartering table.

I nterviews and anecdotal evidence brings another theory to the
fore: Players are making purchases to stay aligned with friends
who are spending nore tine playing the ganme. It is well known
that one of the primary attractions to MO play is the ability
to interact socially with other players. Player A |logs on and
meets his pal Player B, for instance. Player B has just |eveled
up and is about to go on a quest. Player A wuld like to join

t he quest, but has not been playing as much |ately and has not

| evel ed up at the sanme pace. The result is that he is not

power ful enough to join his friend on the quest. To renedy the
i nbal ance, Pl ayer A goes to Station Exchange, instant purchases

’Ni col as Ducheneaut, Nicholas Yee, Eric N ckell, Robert J. More: “Alone
Toget her ?” Exploring the Social Dynamics of Massively Miltiplayer Online
Ganes; Conference on Human Factors in Conmputing Systens; 2006
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t he goods necessary to |l evel up his character, and then joins
his pal on the quest.

Experi enced EverQuest Il players nmay al so be using Station
Exchange as a way to re-experience the gane. A player who has
conpleted a series of quests as an elf wll decide to go through
the gane again as a barbarian. But rather than repeating the
mundane tasks that all starting characters nust conplete in
order to advance, the experienced player pays for a shortcut to
the nore exciting material. He is, in essence, getting on-demand
access to the best battles and quests in the gane.

The evi dence gathered fromthe first year of Station Exchange
also tells us sone very basic facts about real noney trade.

The majority of people paying real noney for virtual itens
are not part of a crimnal underground that is preying on
the player base at |arge. They are not “farmers” |ooking to
make a qui ck buck.

Station Exchange traders are not radically different from
the rest of the EverQuest Il player base.

Station Exchange is not an extension of ganme play. It is a
utility. It offers a fundanentally different approach to
pl ay: a nmeans of skipping the boring parts.

As SCE continues to devel op new and i nnovative massively

mul ti pl ayer online gam ng experiences, the | essons | earned from
Station Exchange will be applied. Since the inconme generated
fromauctions is predictable, and can be controlled, it may

of fer new ways to nonetize ganme play. It is already clear that
the possibility exists of creating an MMO in which the virtua
econony is a core conponent. This would not work for all gane
types. But in the cases where it does work, would provide a
powerful way to keep subscribers glued to the gane.
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