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Online games have recently emerged as a phenomenally popular pastime around the 
world. These games have created unprecedented communication opportunities, mainly 
amongst young people across the world (Draenos, 2000; Gorriz and Medina, 2000).  
The variety of online games range from free online interactive games and Multi-User 
Dungeons (MUD) to console games, to online versions of traditional computer games 
(Kim and Chung 2002). Telecommunication companies have also begun to view online 
games as a crucial application that will attract consumers to upgrade away from dial-up. 
Indeed the story of broadband adoption and penetration in Korea has been populated by 
the importance of online games (Lee et al., 2003; Choudrie and Lee, 2004). 

Currently, despite the development of a healthy online game industry around the 
world, there is little academic research on the wide-ranging number of issues that are 
associated with online games. The issues of online games are both social and technical. 
Social issues include the communication and interactions between players, online 
communities and communication across cultures. Technical issues include the 
availability of high bandwidth, complex networking requirements and provision of voice 
communication. 

This special issue investigates some of these issues. The papers included in this 
special issue, all in common, assess the barriers to the more widespread adoption of 
online games. While they indicate ways for the online game industry to move forward, 
they highlight the need for theoretical development in the field. 

Voiskounsky, Mitina and Avetisova begin by looking at the continued popularity of 
MUDs after more than 25 years, and in the light of competition from their more 
technologically and aesthetically superior counterparts. Building on the existing research 
concerned with human behaviour in playing MUDs (Bartle, 2003), they investigate the 
patterns of group online role-playing in Russia. Their research shows that the social 
interactions between players, notably role-playing, that MUDs facilitate, may have a key 
role in ensuring the continued popularity of MUDs. 

Baek then goes on to explore user preferences for online games. The paper discusses 
the characteristics of online games (e.g., human-and-human interactions and degrees of 
freedom in creating characters) that may increase the commercial viability of such games 
by relating those characteristics to the user’s willingness to pay (Manninen, 2002).  
The most influential attribute in Baek’s study is human-and-human interactions.  
This finding is in line with the current observation that rich interaction (conversation 
between and among online game players) in the virtual space leads to obsession with the 
game. Rich interaction allows complicated and intuitive possibilities that offer flexible 
manners of communication and action to the gamers. 

Wadley, Gibbs and Hew look at the online console games sector by examining the 
use of voice communication. They argue that while voice communication is crucial in 
console games for the formation of online communities (Dave, 1998; Gibbs et al., 2004), 
there is less understanding of how voice channels can be configured successfully so that 
it becomes a promotion of, rather than a barrier to, online community formation. They 
argue that the current implementation of voice in online console games (X Box Live) is 
socially opaque, in the sense that it does not adequately infer socially relevant 
information that would assist social interaction. One implication is the need to design for 
more socially translucent computer-mediated communication by attending to issues of 
visibility and accountability of players (Erickson and Kellogg, 2000). 
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In the fourth paper, Armitage and Branch examine some of the potential barriers to 
successful distribution of online first-person shooter games by discussing the difficulties 
associated with latency and jitter (Henderson, 2001; Henderson and Bhatti, 2001; 
Sheldon et al., 2002). First person shooter games have very stringent infrastructure 
requirements as well as highly sophisticated and rapidly changing requirements. These 
games also require tight tolerance on delay as well as high bandwidths. Game distributors 
thus make decisions concerned with bandwidth purchase, server locations and support 
regimes, among others. The main findings of this paper include the importance of 
latency, more specifically the tolerance level of latency to gamers. Jitter, however, is not 
found to be a main concern to game distributors as long as latency is managed. 

The last paper by Kim, Oh and Lee examines the personal experiences of players 
which make them repeat their playing games. This paper explores how the characteristics 
of online games affect the individual flow experience. Three antecedents to flow  
(skills, challenges and focused attention) have positive influence on the flow experience. 
While interaction, whether it is human or machine, is found to influence the antecedents 
of the flow experience, technical characteristics like system performance are shown to 
have little effect. From these findings, they argue that the social characteristics of online 
games are more crucial to attract online game players than technological ones. 

These paper, combined together, provide a historical account, though partial, of how 
online games have developed over the years, and present a current understanding of both 
social and technical challenges for the online game industry. The papers also remind 
readers of a need for increased research, conceptual and empirical, in the field that 
enables us to gain a greater understanding of online games, both as an art and as a 
science. 
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