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Abstract:

The author reflects on the ethnographic natureiofvintual world research. He argues that the
research transcends anthropological conceptuaimbf ethnography. He deems it ethnographic
nonetheless, as he stresses ethnography’s cergralse of participant observation, reflexivity
and inductivism. This argument follows the appicatof ethnography for researching the
importance of organizational behavior that playefsvirtual worlds exhibit, to the business
organizations they work for. The research entai® tsites of participant-observations: a
community of players of the virtual worEBVE Online and a business organization. Within each
site, the key concerns eite, access, time, identity andinteraction are addressed. This shows that
the research project adopts elements of two diftetgpes of ethnography: games ethnography
and organizational ethnography. Contrary to antbiagical conceptualizations of ethnography,
the existence of two sites is not an insurmountgistgblem, but an opportunity for relevant
theorizing.
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1. Introduction

I am one of the happy few who can boast that thay gomputer games for a living. | like to play
a specific subset of computer games,massively multiplayer online games (MMO games). The
big players of the computer games industry haven liEveloping MMO games each year for
over a decade. The result: there are over a huridM® game titles currently availadleEach
attracts thousands, hundreds of thousands or eidonsof players worldwide.

In MMO games players interact with each other & Moreover, they organize
themselves into communities often known as ‘guil@ging a member of such a community can
become important to one’s life. Some researchers hegued that a member of an MMO game
community acquires leadership skills that are mbévo their work contexts (Reeves, Malone, &
O’Driscoll, 2008; Yee, 2006, p. 323). These redears show how playing an MMO game can be
important to a player's professional life. They gh&me light on the relation between two
seemingly very different contexts: an MMO game camity and a business organization.

| aim to shed more light on the relation betwemrsé two contexts in my research. | am
developing an organizational perspective on MMO gaguiay and subsequently determining
what elements of organizing are influential to waiikhin a business organization. Thus, the goal
of this research is to determine the organizatibehlavior an MMO game player can exhibit and
the importance of such behavior to the businesanizgtion one works for. To reach the above
goal, | set up an ethnographic study encompasssmgeific MMO game community as well as a
specific business organization in September 2008.

In this paper, | reflect on the ethnographic nawireny research methodology. | deem
anthropology as the scientific discipline in whiethnography was first developed. Therefore, |
base my reflection on anthropological conceptutima of ethnography. | reflect on my research
approach using five key concerns of ethnographtyrapological or otherwise: site, access, time,
identity and interaction.

In the following section, | further explain the@ghnce of this research. | review previous
MMO game research and the recent interest in thebusiness organizations. Subsequently, |
further explain the relevance of an ethnographigr@gch. | introduce the two contexts of this
research: a community of players within the MMO @d&fWE Online and a business organization
interested in developing a corporate virtual wohidsection 4, | use the aforementioned five key
concerns of ethnography to reflect on my researithivthe EVE Online community. | use
previous conceptualizations games ethnography to further ground this part of the research. In
section 5, | use the same aforementioned five kacerns of ethnography to reflect on my
research within the business organization. | usvipus conceptualizations afganizational
ethnography to further ground this part of the research. Tippliaability of two different
conceptualizations of ethnography reveals the ritghif this research. | therefore conclude by
reflecting on the problems and possibilities o$timiobility and how this influences my definition
of ethnographic research.

2. MMO games and virtual worlds

What makes a game an MMO game? Basically, an MM@egiz a computer-generated, three-
dimensional and persistent environment shared dysdnds of players, who are represented by
characters or ‘avatars’. MMO games encompass esdavorld constructs mostly in science-
fiction and fantasy themes reminiscent of the wasksGeorge Lucas or J.R. TolkferiThey
encompass a virtual economy, as a virtual currezary be used to trade items. They also
encompass game mechanics, i.e. limitations anddaffices specific to the character. Using these
game mechanics the player can develop his or remacter in the game world, specifically its
strength, appearance and abilities. In time, agulawll become more and more dependent on the



help of other players for developing his or herrabter. Thus, a final characteristic of MMO
games are the communities players can form oftewkras ‘guilds’.

Worldwide, millions of people of all ages play MM@ames extensively Players can
spend years playing one or more MMO games. Sosihmwlogist Yee discovered that players
play them for anywhere between 11 hours and 40+shper week (Yee, 2006, p. 316).
Moreover, he discovered that the mean average oOMjdme players is 26. Thus, MMO games
have been classified as a broad societal phenomamdras something more than ‘just’ games
(Bartle, 2004, p. 475; Yee, 2006, p. 325). Indeath not consider these games to be only about
entertainment. They are worldlier in terms of teepe of game-play and the number of players
involved. | therefore often refer to them as viltoa‘'synthetic’ (Castronova, 2005) worlds.

Previous ethnographic research of MMO games

Since MMO games are a pervasive societal phenoménisnmportant to research them socio-
culturally to develop an understanding of their meg to people’s lives. Some MMO game
researchers have applied an ethnographic methgddtwgsuch research. They position their
research as a socio-cultural study of computer garakhough each researcher focuses on
different behavior and its meaning, e.g. role-p(&ppier, 2007), learning (Galarneau, 2009;
Steinkuehler, 2005), collaboration (Chen, 2009;a@wau, 2009), tourism (Miller, 2008) or
simply the experience of ‘growing up’ (Boellstor2008). From these studies one learns that
MMO games can mean more to players than entertairas ‘play’ connotes.

One learns that when players need to tackle an Mja@e’'s complex environment
collaboratively, they effectively need to organtbemselves. They do so without having clear
‘modes of organization’ (Powell, 1990, p. 296) impd on them by the game’s designers. The
only basis for organizing the MMO game’s designeffer is the ability to form ‘guilds’ or
otherwise named communities. They are specifiogdigred towards learning and collaboration
for the purpose of progressing in the game worldld@eau, 2009, p. 26). Some researchers of
MMO games formulate the same conclusion: MMO gaiag-may be based on entertainment,
i.e. on play, but it tends to resemble work. Thegue that upholding the play-work dichotomy is
fruitless or can simply be incorrect when it cort@gonceptualizing MMO game-play (Malaby,
2007, p. 97; Taylor, 2006, pp. 88, 153).

Perhaps researchers would need to focus more dwaohie of MMO game-play than on
the ‘fun’ of it. From the perspective of the MMOrma player, it is interesting to research what
organizational behavior players exhibit. Reseaighiihe organizational behavior of players
entails a focus on how they ‘attract participamtsguire and allocate resources to accomplish
goals, use some form of structure to divide anddioate activities, and rely on certain members
to lead or manage others’ (Shafritz & Ott, 19872p.Subsequently, this organizational behavior
can be related to the context of work that we apstrfamiliar with: business organizations.

Business organizations’ interest in virtual worlds

From the perspective of a business organizationagem it is also interesting to develop an
understanding of MMO game organizational behavBusiness organizations have already
expressed interest in virtual worlds. Roughly fr@006 onwards, business organizations have
experimented with virtual worlds of their our maginGiven the above short exposé of MMO
games as a pervasive phenomenon, two interrelagsbms can be distinguished for this ‘real-
life’ interest. Firstly, the high amount as well @gpularity of MMO games suggests that they are
a new Internet-based infrastructure — a social esghat needs to be conquered to ensure
continuance of the corporation’s brand (Klein, 200econdly, what happens in these virtual
worlds seemed to spark the imagination; these mageem to be very apt collaborators and
learners within the complex environment of an MM@mg. Thus, business organization
managers who express interest in virtual worldsnaskedge the organizational behavior of



MMO gamers, even though there is only a partialensinding of what that entails. These were
two reasons why many business organizations atnes#/estern world have been experimenting
with ‘serious virtual worlds’ (De Freitas, 2008).Hat makes these virtual worlds ‘serious’ is that
they are not developed by and for the entertainrmghtstry, but by business organizations for
the purpose of learning and collaboration thatca$f&¢he real world'.

Thus far previous research has shown that MMO galae-can be important to a
player's professional life. Moreover, recent depehents show that MMO game-play is
important to business organization managers. Timesprganizational behavior of MMO game
players could influence business organizationsucally and structurally, if MMO game
communities organize themselves differently frorsibess organizations.

Some have already argued that MMO gamers are Bodiatinct, i.e. forming ajaming
generation or at least adopting a pervaspgeame culture (Beck & Wade, 2004, 2006; Castronova,
2007; Steinkuehler, 2006). Beck and Wade arguefgmdly that MMO gamers adopt a culture,
i.e. a set of norms and values concerning sodiefaction, that can affect business organizations.
They theorize that in order to harness the poteatiactive MMO gamers as ‘heroes’ (Beck &
Wade, 2006, pp. 101-102), managers of businessiiaagons need to focus less on managing
their organization’s structure and more on the\iddial people. They seem to suggest that a
game culture is more personal and geared to pdrsutaess than managers of business
organizations are used to.

If virtual worlds — both ‘serious’ and ‘non-serious continue to grow in number and
usage in both personal and professional contextguld seem we are facing an ‘exodus’ from
physical reality to the virtual world (Castrono2f07). Virtual worlds could influence business
organizations extensively, if they are indeed dbyciistinct contexts. In essence, in this research
| am interested in the ““gaming of cultures”—that how cultures worldwide are being shaped by
gaming and interactive media’ (Boellstorff, 2006,33). The working hypothesis is that MMO
game cultures affect business organizations.

3. An ethnographic methodology

| adopt an ethnographic methodology to develop rgarazational perspective on MMO game-

play and determine what elements of organizingrgheential to a business organization. There

are two reasons for this choice:

1. Theimportance of inductivism. To be able to critically develop an organizatiopaispective
on MMO game-play, | need not let previous orgamwatheory determine my empirical
research. It is important tconstruct an organization theory that could (in time) be well
informed by existing organization theories. Indusiin, i.e. the epistemological paradigm
that stresses the importance of theory constructtrer than theory testing, is an important
principle of an ethnographic methodology.

2. Theimportance of participant observation. To construct an organization theory, it is essénti
to experience it firsthand. To subsequently deteemivhat elements of organizing are
influential to work within a business organizatidtris important to experience organizational
behavior in both an MMO game community and a bissiraeganization.

With an emphasis on experience and understandiogigie behavior in their own terms,
ethnography is an applicable methodology. Thisaketeis about people, how they make sense of
their organizational behavior and how they theneglkelate their behavior in an MMO game
community to their behavior in a business orgaimmatlt is important to experience the
crossover from the organizational context of an Migidne to that of a business organization to
be able to understand it. | ask the people | interdth about the relation between their MMO
game organizational behavior within an MMO game cumity and the business organization
they actually work for. That way the importance MMO game communities for business
organizations becomes clear and thus the reseastlisgeached.



For this reason | set up an ethnographic study.stimty has involved active participation
in two business organizations: one which is pathefeconomy of physical reality and one which
is part of the economy of an MMO game.

The EVE corporation

The chosen MMO game is calletBVE Online (or EVE for short): a fictional universe
encompassing hundreds of solar systems and infgbiist over 300.000 active players (CCP,
2009). Although this universe is fictional, the gaplay is designed to be highly capitalistic. A
comprehensive market system allows players to may sl practically any virtual item for a
virtual currency: from small parts for space shipsnassive preassembled space ships. Players
can even form quite non-fictional ‘corporationsg.icommunities that indeed resemble business
organizations in terms of their function withifVE's virtual economy. | consideéEVE to be an
MMO game in which organizational behavior is mggparent.

Having playedEVE recreationally for almost a year, | started plgyfVE as a researcher
as well on September 1, 2008. | was able to jadpexcific corporation in November 2008. This
corporation focuses on manufacturing, i.e. usingardls and semi-manufactured articles to
manufacture an end product that could be sold emtarket. The corporation consists of about
30 players and had managed to stay active for ®werars, in fact since the conceptionEME.

For the sake of clarity, | refer to the corporatammsistently as ‘th&VE corporation’ throughout
this paper.

The business organization

The business organization that kindly opened iteslto an ethnographic researcher shall remain
anonymous throughout this paper. It is a multimsidousiness organization within the oil and
gas industry. | was able to join a specific teatnated in The Netherlands at almost the same
time as theEVE corporation: November 2008. This team was in oh@afgorganization-wide ICT
innovations. The team consisted of 6 full-time fs@fid between 7 and 10 contractors, i.e.
temporary hired staff. Some of the team members vadéso MMO gamers and virtual world
enthusiasts. The team attempted to start a prégecievelop a corporate virtual world. The
research department | am a part of was asked tonieednvolved in this project primarily
because of our experience with developing and atialy games for learning purposes. For the
sake of clarity, | refer to the business organorationsistently as such throughout this paper.

The methods

I have been keeping two diaries for each type gawization under study ever since | joined both
of them in November 2008. In the diaries | keptords of my experiences and interactions as
much as possible. | was faced with what any ethaqggc researcher is faced with: setting up and
doing participant observations — a combination atipipation and observation within a certain
group of people (O'Reilly, 2005, p. 101). Regarsllekits specific form, participant observation
requires an ethnographic researcher to concerndritmerself with defining:

1. asite for the participant observations;

2. aprocedure for getting access to this site;

3. an amount of time to spend within the site;

4. a participant-researcher identity;

5. what interactions with the people under study assible and of importance.

Of the above five key concerns, the last threecaneerns about the act of participant observation
itself. The first two are priori concerns. They are characteristics of participaseovation that a
researcher must concern him-/herself with prighactual participant observations.



In the following section | reflect on my ethnographmethods within theEVE
corporation by addressing the above five key caredn the subsequent section, | reflect on my
ethnographic methods within the business orgawoizdly addressing the same five key concerns.

4. Ethnographic research within an  EVE corporation

Not many previous MMO game researchers reflectéednsxely on the ethnographic nature of
their research. They applied ethnography as a rdetbgy for their research without clearly
explaining the differences in methods from anthtogizal conceptualizations of ethnography.
The first ethnographic studies of MMO game commesitappeared in the early 2000s and
continue to thrive (Bainbridge, 2007). These staididopt the supposition that sound computer
game analysis can only result from playing the cateip game extensively (Aarseth, 2003).
Considering MMO game-play as a form of participabservation, it already seems plausible to
consider MMO game research by playing it as ethmalgjc.

However, researching an MMO game community ethrgigcally as a thing in itself
requires the researcher to at least let go of #edrfor ‘prolonged face-to-face contact with
members of local groups’ (Conklin, 1968, p. 172hisTkey methodical difference already
sparked the use of the term ‘virtual ethnograp®yrtual ethnography denotes ethnography in a
virtual rather than physical domain. Aguably thss'virtually ethnography’ (O'Reilly, 2009, p.
216), i.e.almost ethnography. An MMO game researcher can do asefearched do, but one
will never really know who one is dealing with, farms of the physical person ‘behind the
screen’. So virtual worlds seem to fuel the traditof virtual ethnography, as identified at the end
of the 20" century when the Internet truly started to pervéistern society and seemed to call
for a different kind of ethnographic research (Hi2@00).

Yet, virtual ethnography does not do justice to itifuence of the MMO game on the
ethnographic research. Researcher of game culthem @dds the adjective ‘games’ when he
explains the ethnographic methodology behind his®yame research (Chen, 2009). He argues
he follows the ‘tradition of games ethnography’ é@h 2009, p. 52). However, he does not
explicitly explain the importance of addimgmes to the termgames ethnography. Perhaps it is
reasonable to assume that the adjective only sémeegurpose of denoting the context in which
ethnography is applied.

However, when considering ethnography as a metbggofor researching an MMO
game as ‘a thing in itself’ (Taylor, 1999, p. 434, ethnographic researcher must conform his or
her methods to the MMO game. What makes ‘gamesogthphy’ truly a valid term is the
importance of the game context, i.e. the ‘game mmeicls, the emergent game culture, and
personal beliefs taken up by the players about whmaeans to play and have fun’ (Chen, 2009,
p. 50). This is what the researcher is actuallyeeigmcing when researching MMO games
ethnographically.

Thus, games ethnography is a subtype of ethnogriqatydiffers from anthropological
ethnography. The difference lies in the fact thé games ethnography is heavily influenced by
the functionalities and mechanics of the MMO gdfwE. From an anthropological perspective,
the key concerns of ethnography — i.e. site, acd#ss, interaction and identity — still deserve
further attention. In the following | reflect on eébe concerns within the context of the
ethnographic research of tB&E corporation

Site and access

It would perhaps seem that with ethnographic reteaf anEVE corporation, the idea of a
specific site of research is quite applicable, asrial world is a much more distinct ‘place’
(Bartle, 2004, p. 475) than the World Wide Web.ded, this is a world of its own, only
completely digital in nature. Moreover, the existerof communities known as corporations
allowed me to look for and select one as a ‘sibe’rhy research. Yet, even then, the site is still



very dynamic. Many interactions take place ‘outstitie virtual world, i.e. on the World Wide
Web. Players of MMO games have been known to devi@lo websites that contain screenshots,
walkthroughs for game mechanics and other ‘useegged content’. Moreover, miEVE
corporation has its own website on which the cafion’s rationale and structure are explained.
The website also has a large and actively usediskgan forum, subdivided in accordance to the
corporation’s structure. Finally, my corporationeavhas its own Internet Relay Chat (IRC)
channel and players are encouraged to be loggedtie channel as much as possible. Together,
all these technologies may figuratively instantiateense of ‘site’ for ethnographic research, but
this site is not all static. When players identifgw technologies for communication, many of the
aforementioned technologies will be questionedragai

Interestingly, the fact that the site for participabservations is less clear in games than
in anthropological ethnography does not mean tbe¢ss to it is more difficult. On the contrary,
accessis much easier, since | was covert by definitioring covert stems from the MMO
game’s functionalities and mechanics. Everyoneraats with and within the MMO game with
an avatar — a personalized character. The charalceardy induces anonymity. Moreover, every
character is by definition developed from the sastating point. Since everyone experiences
character development as a continuous process)yse s# openness is common. Everyone is
going through a similar process, which automatjcalleates some sort of a bond. Moreover,
everyone needs someone else to get further inaghmegas the game mechanics reveal character
interdependence. One can imagine how the imporlAMO game characteristic of ‘the
character’ makes access to an MMO game communigyrasearcher, both formal and informal,
quite easy.

Time, identity and interaction

Once | had gained access to #ME corporation, it was important to determine the antof
time | would spend ‘in’ it, both per week and iraio The consideration was determined mostly
by the amount of time my subjects were puttingYiat, this seemed to differ a lot. Many fellow
corporation members seemed to be logged into ti@ dRat channel each day for hours and
hours, perhaps even more than IBKE itself. Then again, many corporation members sddme
do the exact opposite. Because of this, | turnesther sources to help me determine the prudent
amount of spent time. Some social-psychologicatasshers have concluded that the mean
amount of time spent playing MMO games is almosth?éirs per week (Williams, Yee, &
Caplan, 2008, p. 1002). This seemed unattainablento | simply decided to uphold a simple
rule of thumb: 1 hour a day on average, or ratheferably 7 hours per week. Sometimes this
was completely unattainable, while sometimes it @laser to 12 hours per week.

In EVE | was not a researcher from the start, but a plfis&. In fact, the necessity of
using an avatar or character makes it almost iniiples®r a games ethnographer to present him-
/herself as a researcher first and a player-ppanti second. Of course, this firstly sparks
reflections on research ethics (Copier, 2007, 8; &itonen, 2007, pp. 44-45). Similar to any
covert anthropological research, the researchet askshim-/herself the question: how important
is my participant’'s right to decline becoming aeash participant? | have found that the
researched players hardly seem bothered by thigakticonundrum at all. Other games
ethnographers found this as well (Copier, 2007 208-209; Siitonen, 2007, p. 110).

As can be expected, an identity of being a playst dffers easier interaction with the
researched. Ever since | joined tB€E corporation, | have spent many hours in its m&g |
channel, which | now consider to be a virtual ‘coomroom’ of sorts. Moreover, | have spent
countless hours ‘working’ on tasks that are relévarthe corporation’s successEVE, as well
as my own character’s. | had access toBEWE corporation website and forums, just like any
other member. This offered invaluable informatidroat how players coordinate their actions
and define the corporation’s rationale and identitywas able to interview two of the



corporation’s leaders in an in-depth manner in Wwhiee discussed how the corporation was
organized and their personal involvement in definin Moreover, | assembled a focus group of
eight members for a discussion about the whys dretefores they enjoy playing MMO games.
The question remaingho | really interacted with. Without face-to-face cact, | am

never sure who the players are. A player can ptdsen or herself quite differently within an
EVE corporation than in physical reality. The only wayremedy this is to build rapport through
active involvement and to prolong as well as varteriactions with my fellow members to
determine whether my observations and interpretatiwe valid.

Ethnography and meritocracy

Reflecting on my ethnographic research of #8¢E corporation from an anthropological
perspective, it seems that access, i.e. being wrtépo a community and building rapport as a
researcher, was not difficult. Moreover, | was dolénteract with people and gather data in the
form of documents and conversation logs easilyas vjust another member’ of the community
in the first place, and only a researcher in thewsd place. | was rewarded for my efforts within
the community as a player. It did not matter so milnat | turned out to be a researcher, since |
might as well have been a dodWly character had certain abilities that were ahla to the
corporation. Thus, by showing commitment, | wasaeled with access and interactions with
which | could conduct my ethnographic research.

The sociological concept of meritocracy is highBlewant here. British sociologist
Saunders defined meritocracy as a society thatrdsaability and effort with power, money or
social status (Saunders, 1995). He operationabbdity through the Intelligence Quotient (1Q),
while later British sociologists Breen and Goldih@icritiqued this and operationalized it through
educational qualification, i.e. the level of edumatone has achieved (Breen & Goldthorpe,
1999). Regardless of the specific operationalizatd ability, it denotes a given. It denotes a
level of cognition that a person must learn to usded and apply in his or her life.

Interestingly, in the context of an MMO game abilis needs to be redefined. The
existence of the character means that ability tsamgiven, it is chosen and then developed. In an
MMO game such aBVE, every player can operate one or more charadiet$ie or she can then
develop through abilities relevant to the virtualugrse, e.g. the ability to fly a specific powérfu
war ship, or the ability to refine minerals necegdar manufacturing such a space ship. Every
active player will have relevant abilities and pathigh amounts of effort to develop them.
Moreover, an MMO game community judges a playestlfiron their merit, i.e. their abilities and
effort. As a player puts effort in developing aliels, the player will principally be able to become
a member of an MMO game community. The meritocratiture of MMO game-play makes
ethnographic research quite easy.

In a way the ability to do ethnographic researclthis business organization was based
on merit: the fact that | had proven ability in fialy with the corporate virtual world project by
being part of a games research team and the fatct Was willing to put in effort in realizing the
corporate virtual world project. Yet, within the diness organization, my ethnographic methods
were quite different from thEVE corporation. The following section explains how negearch
was firstlyorganizational ethnographic in nature within the business orgaitiza

5. Ethnographic research within a business organiza  tion

From the start it seemed doable to perform ethmpdgca research within the business
organization. Unlike in games ethnography, prolahfgce-to-face contact is indeed possible
within the business organization. One can appréi@erganization simply as another “foreign”
social group’ (Rosen, 1991, p. 17) and thereby idenst as a form of anthropological research.
Consequently, one could adopt participant obsematis a primary method. The explicit
boundaries that a formal organization will oftervéna e.g. office buildings, uniforms, social



benefits — creates the impression of a ‘site’. Thiakes the application of ethnography for the
purpose of organizational research indeed plausiBlenceptualizing ethnography as the
‘intimate study and residence in a well-defirmmmunity’ (Conklin, 1968, p. 172) strengthens
this argument. Indeed, ethnographer Van Maanen el ¢his possible (Van Maanen, 1979). He
used the termorganizational ethnography to denote the organizational context in which
ethnography was applied. He did not seem to consiie use of ethnography a specific variety
or interpretation of the methodology itself.

However, there is a reason for considering orgaioizal ethnography as substantially
different from anthropological ethnography. ‘Tramlital’ anthropological ethnographers can
relate their constructed theories to existing calttuheories. Yet, organizational ethnographers
need to relate theirs to organization theory, tewylfrom the importance of such theory to the
field under study (Rosen, 1991, p. 15). | argud ths is the main argument for considering
ethnography applied as a methodology for an orgdinizal study asrganizational ethnography.

Organizational ethnography differs from anthropaabethnography as it concerns itself
with the ‘hodgepodge’ (Huczynski & Buchanan, 198®72, p. 6) hundred-year-old field of
organization theory. Traditionally, organizationethy has been dominated by ‘structural-
functionalism’, i.e. managerial perspectives thagspribe organization structures based on the
organization’s function within a society. One cadéed consider an organization as an entity in
itself and focus an organization theory on thaitgatcontinuance. Yet, such a theory tells little
about the people who are a part of that organizaéind who actually make it work. Thus,
organizational ethnographers choose to focus oplesonorms, values and agency within an
organization. They choose to develop an organiadtieory based on what many organization
theorists call an ‘organizational culture’ schodltbought (Alvesson, 2002). One premise of
organizational culture is that an organizatisma culture that every employee — manager or
otherwise — expresses through their behavior (Alees2002, p. 27). Also, managers express it
through the rules and regulations they developmFiioe perspective of organizational culture,
the constructed organization theory should desdhbenorms and values people tend to uphold
and only afterwards describe its relation to thgaaization’s structure and function, if the latter
should be discussed at all (Schwartzman, 19935p. 8 perspective of organizational culture
justifies participant observation and theory camndfon far easier than any structural-functionalist
school of thought.

With a focus on the importance of MMO game-playtsiness organization, | treat the
premise that contemporary researchers of orgaarmdticulture uphold as a working hypothesis:
culture permeates and underlies all theories tats on an organization’s function and structure.
Specifically, the working hypothesis is that MMOng&-play is organizational and encompasses
norms and values of social interaction that playake with them into the context of the business
organizations they work for. This assumes that sel@ements of this culture would turn up in the
day-to-day interactions of employees who play MM&mgs or perhaps a lot more explicitly
following the active use of virtual worlds withihg organization.

Although the methodological underpinnings of orgational ethnography have now
been explicated, it is as yet unclear wimethods one must apply specifically as an organizational
ethnographer. In the next section, | thereforeragaflect anthropologically on my ethnographic
research within the business organization.

Site and access

It seems the idea of a specific site of researcjuite applicable in organizational ethnography.
For this research | claimed as the site of pauditipbservations a team in charge of organization-
wide ICT innovations in which roughly 8 employee®rited on a corporate virtual world
development project and were also active playersoaiputer games. The site of ethnographic
research was well-defined, quite similar to trawtitil anthropological research.



The key concern ofccess is quite important to reflect upon in this organiaaal
ethnographic study. Access was first granted thdokthe business organization’s interest in
academic involvement in the corporate virtual wopldject. After months of meetings and
planning, our department was asked to develop af moconcept for a corporate virtual world
geared at collaborative learning. This enabledst@the business organization’s main location.
| was offered a workplace and an access pass. lewasuraged to work at the main location
regularly. Although it took months to set up accdabs ‘pull’ strategy of having the business
organization come to us made it immensely easy aoeapto the arguably more common ‘push’
strategy that organizational ethnographers haeemgloy (Smith, 1997, p. 425).

However, even with this arrangement, access wagetosettled. In a way access not
only denotes how a researcher formally enters thle of participant observations, it more
importantly denotes something informal: the exi@n& group’s acceptance of the ethnographer
as being an equal within the community. This progede a challenge. As Rosen explains, an
organizational ethnographer will often remain aeguparticipant’ (Rosen, 1991, p. 17) in the
organization under study and not a full membereéd since | was not hired as a full employee,
| was frequently confronted with the downside ot having a formal contract and therefore
function in the organization, i.e. not having ascés the resources that my participants had
access to and generally not being seen as an equal.

Arguably, the researcher can deal with that downsid different ways, e.g. by
formulating terms in a research contract that arelay if not equal to the basic terms of an
employee contract or by simply building rapport ovene. Indeed, like an anthropological
ethnographer, an organizational ethnographer weilbtert by definition, and only become less
overt over time, as he or she builds rapport witle tresearched. An anthropological
conceptualization of ethnography seems applicabte €thnographically researching
organizational behavior within an organization.

Nevertheless, the existence of formal contractdeensuccessful participant observation
in an organization very difficult. In this researitte downside of being a guest participant was
compensated somewhat by the fact that | was foyntdemed a ‘contractor’ - i.e. externally
hired temporary staff - a type of worker that thesibess organization in question employed a lot.
In fact, in the team in question more contractoeseremployed than full staff. | was not seen as
an outsider, but simply as a specific type of erygéo

Time, identity and interaction

Arguably, in case of organizational ethnography, @imount of time an ethnographer spends in
an organization each week and in total should d#pewst on the amount of time the researched
spend there. If the researcher chooses a spefidid’ ‘for participant observation within an
organization where employees spend 40 hours pek weeking, the ethnographer should spend
close to that amount of time there as well. In pcachis will work out differently. Whatever the
amount of time spent, such concerns are not neaidgsshfferent from anthropological
ethnography.

In the case of this research, | was unfortunately able to spend 2 days per week within
the business organization. This lack of time wagliated by the fact that my most important
subjects visited my faculty for a meeting each wae# maintained close contact via e-mail and
telephone concerning the virtual world project’'sgress. Moreover, many of the involved team
spent roughly 30 hours per week at the team’s ilmtaas they at times worked from home, at
differing locations of the business organizatiomoder part-time contracts.

My colleague researchers and | were able to irgen23 people in total, formally and
informally, as part of the corporate virtual worlgsoject (Warmelink, Meijer, Mayer, &
Verbraeck, 2009). The interviewed were people highin the organization’s hierarchy who had
an interest or simply a saying in the setup andicoance of the project. We needed to interview
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them to determine how we could make the proposejrviable as quickly as possible. The
business organization’s leadership hierarchy waslear control mechanism for this ICT
innovation project. The interviews allowed me t@enience the tension between organization
structure and the agency of the team who wantéditd a corporation virtual world. The tension
between organization structure and individual ageig often a result of organizational
ethnography (Smith, 1997, p. 427).

However, after 4 months the amount of time spentigiant observing decreased and
soon drew to a close. The project team was dowthdiseause of general budget cuts within
supportive departments like ICT innovation. Moregthe project team needed to finish formal
control processes that emphasized defining cleaje@r goals, boundaries and planning. My
presence would be possible again only once thasmgses had been finished. Time — as a key
concern of ethnography — has so far been sevenatgd.

Moreover, my interaction with and identity withithé field’ caused me concern. My
identity of being a researcher was always made ddnity clear from the start. My role within
the organization was framed in accordance with tbantity as a result. Even though my
‘gatekeeper’ often explicitly positioned me and wulleague researchers as equals within the
corporate virtual world project, the basis of bemngesearcher kept us out of certain meetings and
presentations, thus limiting my interactions witle fpeople under research. | was therefore never
really satisfied with my identity within the profeteam of the business organization. Indeed, this
is common to organizational ethnography and renddrighly reflexive stance of the researcher
indeed an absolute necessity.

Ethnography and bureaucracy

As the above explained, from the moment | attempéedccess the business organization for
ethnographic research, | was confronted by an otldlgr hampered me along the way. The
explicit contract researcher identity made buildirgpport much more essential to this
ethnographic research. Moreover, it made it imfmsdb spend more than two days per week at
the business organization’s location, thus limitmg experiences and conversations. It also made
it impossible for me to access certain informatorattend certain meetings with people high up
in the hierarchy. Finally, it rendered it impossilfbr me to stay ‘on site’ while the innovation
team dealt with the organization’s project managerentrols.

The organizational concept of bureaucracy is reletiare. According to sociologist and
organization theorist Weber, the defining charastierof the bureaucracy is the centralization of
power. This is explicated through the existenceoffice hierarchy and of levels of graded
authority’ (Weber, 1946/1947, p. 9), i.e. the extste of managers at the top of the hierarchy who
carry sole responsibility for the actions that dedpelow them take. As a result, they have full
decision-making authority. They formulate clearesiland regulations that ensure that all the
subordinate’s actions that cannot be reviewedast leoncur with their judgment.

Indeed, this business organization seemed a letdikfirmly ordered system’ (Weber,
1946/1947, p. 9). This was bureaucracy: ‘a powetriment of the first order’ (Weber,
1946/1947, p. 26) of which | was not the owner. Ti@ovation team did express agency, but
also had to conform to the organization structlitee bureaucratic nature of the organizational
ethnographic research rendered this part of thearee much more difficult than the games
ethnographic research.
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6. Discussion

Conducting ethnography within a business orgarpathat is part of the economy of physical
reality and within a business organization thatp@st of the economy oEVE seems like
combining organizational ethnography and games ogitaphy. Using site, access, time,
interaction and identity as key concerns of ethaply, | discussed the characteristics of each
type of ethnography.

Combining both types of ethnography is a challefigies challenge concerns mobility. It
is the challenge of crossing over from one soaalext to the other in the name of ethnography,
while defining ethnography differently within botlontexts. Within ‘traditional’ anthropological
ethnographic circles this mobility might raise soayebrows. The research’s emphasis on virtual
worlds and business organizations do not go wel @&nthropological ethnography’s emphasis
on a specific site of research. Instead, the rebea&ould seem to encompass multiple sites, if a
site can be demarcated at all. From a macro pdigpeacharacterizing this research as
ethnographic would require an acceptance of theareker’'s mobility in the process. The result
is a ‘crisis of context’ (Schlecker & Hirsch, 2004, 76), where anthropological ethnographers
‘become increasingly concerned about the integpitytheir discipline’ (Schlecker & Hirsch,
2001, p. 70).

A clear downside of this ethnographic approacheésfact that | at times have had to split
the time available among thEVE corporation and business organization quite urlgven
Addressing this issue of time can lead the researth instinctively formulate a generic
‘prescriptive list of requirements’ (Murphy & Dingdl, 2001, p. 347) to ensure the multiple sites
get the same amount of attention and thus roughdgyze even amounts of data. Yet such a
methodology would arguably start to resemble moceraparative case study approach. It is my
reflexive stance towards these key concerns tHpetiene to construct a theory of differences in
organizational behavior. THEVE corporation experiences were meritocratic, whle business
organization experiences were bureaucratic.

7. Conclusion

Contemporary ethnographic researchers of orgaaizaind management who adopt a global
perspective have already emphasized how the taditinotion of ethnography as being
‘spatially and temporally limited’ (Peltonen, 20G¥,349) is untenable. Several researchers have
already argued that ethnography should go beyordirttmobile. Such an understanding of
ethnography would render it ‘multi-sited’ (Marcu995), ‘global’ (Peltonen, 2007, p. 352) or
‘mobile’ (O'Reilly, 2009, p. 145). Indeed, | ackniedge the importance of mobile ethnography
to shed light on the importance of organizationahdwvior in one context on the other. As a
whole, this research’s methodology therefore ingslimultilocal work’ (Hannerz, 2003, p. 206).

Rather than upholding a normative stance towardsography, | choose to emphasize
the constructed nature of ethnography itself. Gogtto anthropological ethnography, | consider
the ability to define a site and access not an itapb prerequisite for ethnographic research.
With the use of adjectives such as ‘organizatior@l’ ‘virtual’, some ethnographers have
attempted to deal with concerns of defining cléssy considering them as different subsets of
ethnography. Thus, they relate their use of ethaqgny to anthropological ethnography as the
tradition. For this research, the lack of a singulite is not a problem. Addressing these key
concerns already showed what it means to crosdower one context to the other: the goal of
this research.

Putting differences between organizational and garethnography aside, | can
distinguish a number of common denominators undeglipoth types that need to be emphasized
here. The research involves participant observatioder the terms of the people researched.
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Moreover, the research involves reflexive constomcdf an organization theory. Given the above
common denominators, | consider three conceptontm the foundation of my ethnographic
methodology:

1. Participant observation, i.e. taking part withisacial context as a participant and a

researcher;

2. Reflexivity, i.e. emphasizing the influence one hasa researcher on the researched,

and questioning one’s observations and theories;

3. Inductivism, i.e. putting emphasis on the constancof theory, rather than testing it.
Granted, these three concepts are of differingldevihe first is purely methodical, while the
latter two are methodological and epistemologiedpectively. Yet, | consider them highly
interdependent. Together they form the ‘centramise’ of my ethnographic methodology. In
other words, for me the central premise of ethnagyas making grounded statements about a
culture, having been a part of it and acknowledging’s influence and responsibility along the
way.

Given the above conceptualization of ‘the centralnfise’, it is clear that it is not my
intention to create a loss of perspective on ettapg/ by claiming yet another new one
(Schlecker & Hirsch, 2001, p. 76). Instead, | wistshow how this research can be understood as
ethnography through the central premise. Reflectiog this ethnographic research
anthropologically reveals two sites, because oftife contexts of participant observation. | do
not consider this a problem, as | do not incorpoiatcontextualist approach that prescribes a
single site of research within the central prenoifsethnography.

I am not advocating for ‘contextualism’ to be caside. On the contrary, looking back at
my experiences with the explained ethnographic austogy, | feel its important to call for a
continued emphasis on context dependency wheningfan ethnographic research project, as
theorists of ethnographic methodology Murphy anchgwiall argued (Murphy & Dingwall,
2001). Without it I cannot remain true to one c ttentral premise’s pillars: reflexivity. | simply
argue that having a single site of ethnographieaes is not important. Mobility should not be
an issue. Being ‘immobile’, i.e. ‘confined’ to angle context, is neither ethnography’s strength,
nor its defining characteristic. Mobility shouldrgly be seen as a methodical possibility, not an
insurmountable problem.

Notes

1 Tentonhammer.com is a long-lasting commercialMlyame fan site that lists a lot of MMO
games. Upon checking many of the listed MMO gamasbsites, | estimate that there are
over a hundred MMO games in existence. Influeniialial world designer and researcher
Bartle considers the MMO gant#itima Online, released in 1997, to be the first
commercially successful MMO game that sparked aflitterest of the computer game
industry in the genre (Bartle, 2004, p. 21).

2 Some MMO games result literally from the workshese authors, i.e. the MMO gantgar
Wars: Galaxies andLord of the Rings Online.

3 Regular censuses of 45 MMO games reveal an aewpsnential growth of active players
since 1998, totaling over 16 million worldwide (Wimmck, 2008). Virtual economist
Castronova estimated the total number of virtual@vplayers to be several times higher
already (Castronova, 2005, p. 55), perhaps evahirgga40 million by 2020 (Castronova,
2005, p. 67).

4 The first highly publicized experiments occurnedhe completely self-made virtual world
Second Life. Many global business organizations, as well aggonental and educational
organizations, ‘stepped int@cond Life to conduct experiments. Many of these experiments
occurred mostlyn 2006 and 2007 and entailed corporate advertizexguitment, rapid
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prototyping and collaborative desigdecond Life saw an influx of users as a result,
especially between December 2006 and October 200@gn Lab, 2008).

5 A pun on the phrase ‘On the Internet, nobodyasgou’re a dog’, coined by Peter Steiner in
a cartoon published by The New Yorker on JulyZ®3l
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