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Abstract 

The best-selling Sims game simulates individual, modern, day-to-day life, and is 

played by millions. This thesis studies how communication is simulated in The Sims 

computer game and how it is judged/interpreted by the players. After a review of the 

relevant literature on simulation and gaming, the focus is turned onto the 

phenomenological study of communication. The communication theories of Jürgen 

Habermas and Anthony Giddens are used to explain the interaction not only within the 

game, but also between the game and the player. In order to investigate the nature of 

game-play, interview/observations were conducted with Sims players, and this thesis 

describes those findings. A phenomenological frame is applied to the results of the 

interview/observations conducted with Sims players to show that the concept ofplay is 

central to interpreting the communication within and with the game. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Imagine that your spouse is just coming home from a terrible day at work. She 

went to work tired and without her morning shower, and has not returned looking much 

better. She immediately begins berating you, insulting the housework you vainly tried to 

complete during the day. You turn away, visibly hurt, and she stomps into the bedroom to 

collapse into bed. 

This may or may not be a scene from your life, but it is one of many possible 

scenes from the enormously popular home computer game, The Sims (2000). With The 

Sims, players get to play with a virtual dollhouse—a dollhouse where the dolls can talk 

back. The game is a simulation of day-to-day life in modern, suburban America, but it is 

also much more. Players get to create virtual humans (Sims) and manipulate their actions 

at will. Players can try to create happy, successful Sims by ensuring they get promotions 

in their career lane, make friends, and bring home the money that buys Sim happiness. 

Players can try to create miserable, dysfunctional Sims by depriving them of food and 

social contact. Players can create simulated soap opera-like narratives, or simply build 

elaborate homes. There is no pre-set goal to the game, which is one of the things that 

makes The Sims so successful. But what The Sims could not survive without is the social 

interaction that is made possible by the Sims' limited ability to communicate with one 

another. 

In human life, the ability to communicate is what makes social interaction and, 

ultimately, social reproduction possible. While the simulated characters in The Sims do 

not have our communicative capacity, the limited capacity that they do have is what 

makes the game so intriguing for the players. From the subjective point of view, The Sims 

offers a new forum for observing our day-to-day life. Players often project themselves 

and others they know into the game, which gives them insight into who they are and how 

they function in the world. 

Not only is The Sims enlightening from the perspective of the player, but it is also 

enlightening from the perspective of the social researcher. The inherent project of social 

research is furthering our understanding of the social world. From a phenomenological 

perspective, particularly in the tradition stemming from Alfred Schutz, the only way that 
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we can study the social world is through trying to decipher how it is constituted by and 

for human subjects. We formulate theories about social interaction and try to verify those 

theories. Often, as social scientists, we build models of what we believe society or social 

structures or social interaction to be. 

The Sims provides such a model of human society, a model with which millions 

of human beings interact every day. Rather than being a static model existing only in a 

theorist's mind, The Sims is a dynamic model existing in many people's minds, 

specifically in the minds of the designers and the minds of the players. The designers 

must articulate their ideas about the social world using programming language; the 

players must confront their assumptions about social interaction while trying to 

manipulate the simulated characters in the game. The Sims is an ideal testing bed for 

social theory. 

There are many approaches that could be taken in studying The Sims, such as 

studying the narratives that many players tend to create in the game, or the general family 

make-up within The Sims, or the players' definitions of success. However, I chose to 

focus my study on the interaction between the player and the game, particularly in regard 

to how players interpret the communication within the game, because communication is 

at the root of major social theory. We could not have societies, however they are defined, 

without our ability to communicate with one another. Thus, the question of how we 

communicate is basic to understanding any question that has to do with social interaction 

or society. The Sims provides a model of human communication that is accessible, 

intriguing, and surprisingly sophisticated. 

I. Research Question & Definitions 
My research question is the following: How is communicative practice simulated 

in The Sims and how is its credibility judged/interpreted by the players? 

Communicative practices need to be understood in three senses for this paper. 

First, communicative practices are what we as human beings engage in during our day-to-

day life. Second, a very limited, rather pale reflection of communicative practice happens 

between the simulated characters in The Sims. Third, a sort of communication happens 

between a player and his/her Sims game. The first sense of communication, in the "real 
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world," has received the most scholarly attention of the three. The two theorists who have 

done the most amount of work synthesizing the many communication and interaction 

theories out there are Anthony Giddens and Jürgen Habermas. They both have extensive 

research programs dedicated to the study of social reproduction and social evolution, and 

they both base their theories in the practice of communication/interaction. Their theories 

in combination are the best choice for an explanation of interaction for two reasons: 

Giddens and Habermas have done the most synthesis of other communication theories, 

and one of the links between them is a shared root in Phenomenology, a way of thinking 

that melds very well with my approach to studying The Sims. I explore and expand upon 

this in Chapter 3. Thus, the definition that I apply through this paper is the following: 

communicative practice is an ongoing process of reaching understanding between/among 

social actors. Of course, the terms reaching understanding and social actors need to be 

expanded upon, and this is also done in Chapter 3. 

The definition of communication in the "real world" cannot be directly applied to 

the communication that occurs within The Sims, because the Sims do not speak an actual 

language. They speak gibberish, and communicate through icons and gestures; they are 

not capable of speech. Nor are they capable of understanding one another as conscious 

human beings do. However, I use the above definition to study how the players of The 

Sims come to believe that they understand the Sims in the game, even though neither the 

game itself nor the Sims within it are social actors. 

The concept of being simulated is a tricky one when it comes to simulating things 

such as intelligence or communication. One reason for this is that we do not fully 

understand what these terms entail. To simulate is to create a model or representation of 

some system or situation. Often, the purpose of simulations is to test theories and predict 

outcomes. The simulation of communication within The Sims is only a simulation, not 

actual communication, because the simulated characters do not actually possess the 

ability/competence to understand one another, a concept central to the definition of 

communicative practices given above. I explore the simulation of communication in The 

Sims in Chapter 4. 
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The concept of credibility, like simulation, is very situation-specific. In this case, 

the players' reactions to the simulation of communication within the game determine its 

credibility. Credibility is not some objective standard, but a subjective judgment made by 

each player. Because the simulated characters cannot understand their communication 

with one another, I am interested in determining if the players believe they understand 

what their Sims are doing. In other words, it is only in the interplay between the player 

and the game that the simulated communication can take on any meaning. Thus, 

credibility refers to whether or not and how the simulation of communication in The Sims 

is understandable to the players, which I explore in Chapter 5. 

II. Relevance to communications 
This paper is relevant to the study of communications in three ways. First, it 

contributes to the further understanding of communicative practice. The Sims contains a 

model of social interaction, and studying the game's achievements as well as its 

limitations adds to our understanding of communication. A strong argument can be made 

that if we truly understand communication, we should be able to simulate it, or create 

programs that can communicate with us. While academics have paid significant attention 

to attempts within the Artificial Intelligence (Al) community to create communicative 

programs, few studies have examined the value of computer games. When a simulation 

of interaction (which is a huge part of what The Sims is) becomes the best-selling game, it 

deserves our attention. 

Second, as part of the research for this thesis, I engaged the main designer of The 

Sims, Will Wright, in a discourse about communication. In creating the game, the 

designers were limited by the programming language when they attempted to articulate 

their ideas about communication. They needed to make explicit many of the things that 

we take for granted when we engage in communication. Thus, the designers have insight 

into both the practice and theory of communication. 

Third, the process ofplay is a type of interaction itself. In playing and enjoying 

the game, the players try to amalgamate the communication in the game with their 

preconceived notions and intuitions about communication. While play has received some 

academic attention, computer game play has not. I believe computer game play is 



different from other concepts of play that have been developed—concepts which see play 

as either a solitary experience (playing alone with inanimate objects) or, more often, as an 

experience shared with other human beings (playing house). A computer game, 

especially a simulation game, occupies a position somewhere in between. Like other 

games, it comes with pre-packaged frames (or rules) for whatever it is simulating, and it 

only takes on form once the player starts playing. It also changes every time the player 

takes an action—but the difference with a computer game is that it also changes on its 

own, when it is running. The player must communicate with the game while attempting to 

get it to simulate appropriately. This process is in much need of study. 

M. Pattern of inquiry 
Chapter 2 (Literature Review) examines the literatures that relate to simulation 

and computer games. While the idea of simulation in the social sciences is not new, its 

intersection with computer games has not received much academic attention. Thus, I 

provide an overview of the history of simulation as it relates to social phenomena, 

namely human beings, societies, and communication. I also provide an overview of the 

history of computer and video games, narrowing the focus onto simulation games that are 

similar to The Sims. Tying these two literatures together shows that computer game 

simulations are an ideal ground for studying social interaction. 

Chapter 3 (Theory) focuses on a phenomenological framework for discussing 

communication and interaction. It first sets up the dual concepts of the lifeworid and 

actors, two elements essential for understanding interaction. It then moves on to 

combining Habermas's theory of communicative action with Giddens's work, 

particularly his theory of structuration. This combination is necessary because neither 

theory by itself provides a satisfactory explication of interaction. Applying a 

phenomenological lens to communication/interaction allows me to do two things: (a) set 

up a reference case for communication in the "real world," in order to compare that to the 

simulation of communication within The Sims and (b) set up a theoretical frame for 

studying the interaction between the player and game. 

Chapter 4 (The Sims) looks at The Sims in detail, focusing on three aspects: 

game space, Sim characters, and the role of the player. I look at the game space from the 
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perspective of both the player and the designer, describing what The Sims looks like on a 

computer screen as well as how it is conceptualized by its creator, Will Wright. In the 

second section I break down how the Sims function autonomously within the game, 

paying particular attention to how they communicate. In the third section I talk about 

Sims players in a general sense, particularly in regard to what they are able to contribute 

to the game. The main purpose of this chapter is to familiarize the reader with The Sims 

before moving on to discuss my research with Sims players. 

Chapter 5 (Players) is where I look at the players in detail, through framing the 

results of the research I conducted with five Sims players for this thesis. I describe my 

methodology of interview/observation, and provide the results of the sessions with the 

players. Again, the description of the Sims play gets framed according to three elements: 

game play, interaction in the game, and the Sim characters. Here, though, rather than 

describing what the game looks like, or how the designers conceptualize it, I describe 

what the players had to say about it. As well, a significant amount of the chapter is 

devoted to explaining how the players played the game—how they exercised control, 

how they described/interpreted the action/interaction in the game, and how they identified 

with the Sims through projecting and replicating themselves and elements of their "real" 

lives into the game. 

Chapter 6 (Analysis) analyses the Case Study (of The Sims and the players 

specifically) using the theoretical framework laid out in Chapter 3. Applying the 

theoretical concepts developed by Giddens and Habermas allows for a better 

understanding of both how the players interpret interaction (judge its credibility) within 

the game and how the players themselves interact with the game. 

Chapter 7 (Conclusion) draws together the argument present throughout the 

thesis and indicates some directions for further research. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

A number of fields form the background to this paper. The three major terms, as 

indicated in the introduction, are simulation, communication, and credibility. The purpose 

of this chapter is to flesh out the idea of simulation, while Chapter 3 explores 

communication. The Case Study of The Sims that follows in Chapters 4 & 5 contains the 

investigation of the credibility. 

The area of simulation research is very broad, so my examination of it in this 

chapter will be limited to the work that is most closely related to my case study of the 

simulation of communication in The Sims. First, I provide a very brief sketch of one of 

the most important influences on modern communication simulations, which is the field 

of Artificial Intelligence (Al). Research into AT has had profound practical and 

philosophical influences on simulation work. Following this sketch of Al, I look at the 

current concerns of actual simulation work. Two of the key ingredients for the simulation 

of communication are the simulation of human beings (as agents) and the simulation of 

societal systems. While the literature on both these fields is growing, there currently is no 

published research that sufficiently ties the two streams together. As well, there is limited 

published research that integrates these streams with work in simulating communicative 

ability. Thus, I attempt to draw the three streams of the simulation of human beings, 

societal systems, and communicative ability together to show that simulation is an 

effective tool to study communication. 

In the second section, I narrow the focus specifically onto simulation within 

computer games. In this section, I first provide a brief overview of the history of research 

into computer games. Traditionally, the idea of simulating intelligence within computer 

games meant imbuing them with the ability to beat human opponents, most notably at the 

game of chess. However, video games and modern computer games  require much more 

sophisticated simulations, since many of them require credible, interactive characters. 

Many of the important advances in simulating human behavior (including 

communication) have taken place in the field, within video game companies. Thus, I also 

give a brief history of the development of video games before looking at the three current 

I realize that the usage of video games and computer games is unclear. I provide a more clear definition at 
the beginning of Section II. 
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areas of computer game simulation that are most relevant to the Case Study of The Sims 

that follows. These three areas are computer game environments, computer game 

characters, and computer game play. 

I. Communication Simulations 
Two of the ways in which Al is vital to the simulation of communication is in 

simulating the individual agents and in simulating the setting (or society) within which 

those agents can communicate. Thus, this part of the paper is divided into four 

subsections. The first section provides a very brief look at the area of research that is 

indispensable to all communication simulation work: Artificial Intelligence. The latter 

three sections then look at the relevant current applications of simulation: simulation of 

agents, societies, and communication/interaction. The goals of some of the computer 

scientists working to create agents that resemble humans are mainly technical, but their 

work integrates theories from Al, to psychology, to sociology. The work of those 

researchers (e.g. sociologists, psychologists, philosophers, and computer scientists) who 

are trying to create societal simulations shows some of the major strengths of simulation, 

including the ability to concretely test theories and study complexity. Finally, the ideas 

about virtual humans and simulated societies are tied together in simulation work that 

deals with interaction, which attempts to get the agents within the societies to 

communicate with one another. 

A. Background: Artificial Intelligence 
A general understanding of the developments within Al research is essential to 

any discussion of simulation because the two fields have very similar goals, albeit 

couched in different terms. Both Al researchers and simulationists want to create 

computer programs that appear human-like. One of the most influential figures in the 

history of AT and how it is conceptualized has been Alan Turing, so I begin by discussing 

him. Next, I look at the main trends of AT work over the decades, focusing on the current 

state of Al research. Because of its philosophical implications, the idea of AT has caused 

a number of debates among leading thinkers, including debates about consciousness and 

the nature of knowledge. Entire theses could be (and have been) written on the 
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philosophical debates around AT, so in this section, I focus on those most relevant to The 

Sims case study—particularly the nature of knowledge. 

Al research began after World War II, when a number of people independently 

began work on intelligent machines. One of the strongest influences on Al that arose in 

this period came in the form of Alan Turing's "Turing Test" (1950), which dominated the 

field throughout the twentieth century as the way of measuring Al's success.2 Turing 

asked the question, "Can machines think?" which lead to the more important question of 

how we could tell if a computer is thinking. In the Turing Test, a man (A) and a woman 

(B) are placed in two separate rooms, with an interrogator (C) in another room. They play 

a game where C is supposed to figure out which of the two individuals is a man or a 

woman by asking them questions. A's objective is to fool the interrogator, by answering 

the questions incorrectly or foolishly. B's objective is to help the interrogator, likely by 

telling the truth. C will sometimes guess correctly which is the man and which is the 

woman, but sometimes C will be wrong. In the Turing Test, A is replaced by a computer, 

and Turing's question is, "Will the interrogator decide wrongly as often when the game is 

played like this as he does when the game is played between a man and a woman?" 

(Turing, 1950, p. 41). If there is no difference between the computer's ability to fool the 

interrogator and the human counterpart's ability, the computer passes the test. No 

machine has yet passed the Turing Test, but not for lack of trying.3 

Turing predicted that his test would be passed within 50 years, and his optimism 

was echoed by most of the researchers within the early field of Al. In general, those 

involved in developing traditional Al see intelligence as the computational part of the 

ability to achieve goals in the world (Copeland, 1994, p. 125). Traditionally, this ability 

has been measured by testing whether the AT system can communicate with humans. 

Thus, the importance of communication to AT was established when work first began in 

the field. It is irrelevant whether or not a computer can perform calculations much faster 

2 The  other most important influence on Al from the 1950s was Allen Newell and Herbert Simon's work at 
RAND corporation on the Logic Theorist and General Problem Solver. They showed that a computer 
program could solve problems "on its own," using logical rules and a search algorithm (Newell & Simon, 
1961). 
For a detailed description of attempts to pass the Turing test, see Saygin, Ciceki, & Akman, 2000. 
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than humans can; the true test is whether or not it can fool a human in everyday, rational 

communication. 

Historically, two research paradigms have competed in the field of AT: 

traditionalist and connectionist.4 The traditionalist paradigm involves rationalist symbol-

processing, with static representations and storage of data. AT work in this vein is 

functionalist, trying to define and describe intelligence in causal form (Kennedy & 

Eberhart, 2001, p. 210). Researchers try to model how humans symbolically represent the 

world. In contrast, the connectionist paradigm sees intelligence more as a dynamic 

pattern of activity among independent neural nodes within a network. Researchers try to 

model the brain itself. Intelligence is not imposed through top-down programming, but 

rather arises from patterns of activity and often learning, which involves changing 

patterns of activation based on the experience of the system (Boden, 1994, p. 4). In the 

1950s and 1960s, when Al work was in its infancy, researchers in the two paradigms 

were in competition with one another, but traditionalist Al ended up dominating the field 

from the 1970s through to the early 1990s.5 

Traditionalists promised that they could rationally deduce and recreate human 

intelligence using logic and fast computer programs, and set out on a grand program of 

creating a computer with all-encompassing, general knowledge.6 They failed 

spectacularly, so they shifted their attention to attempting to create more limited, expert 

systems. In the past decade, connectionist models have regained in popularity, 

particularly considering the unfulfilled promises of traditional Al. Today, the split in AT 

between traditionalism and connectionism is not as clear, as many researchers use 

principles from both paradigms in their work. As we will see, simulations and computer 

games draw on both traditionalist and connectionist principles. 

Interestingly, a root of both the two paradigms is Warren McCulloch and Walter Pitts' (1943) paper, "A 
Logical Calculus of the Ideas Immanent in Nervous Activity." The ideas around logical calculus helped 
spur traditional Al, and the ideas around nervous activity helped spur connectionism. 
One of the earliest connectionist models was Frank Rosenblatt's (1958) perceptron model, which he 

argued could be trained to solve any problem. However, MIT scientists Marvin Minsky and Seymour 
Papert (19 69) blasted Rosenblatt's work, along with much of connectionist thinking. They argued that the 
research in perceptrons was "without scientific value," and showed that some relatively simple problems 
were unsolvable by Rosenblatt's perceptrons. 
6 One of the leading figures in the attempt to catalogue common sense knowledge was Marvin Minsky, 
who tried to uncover everything humans know in functioning in the world (see Minsky, 1981). 
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Two other research paradigms have taken hold over the past two decades within 

the field of AT research: situated robotics and A-Life. As the name implies, situated 

robotics involves designing machines and programs that deal directly with the physical 

world that we as humans inhabit, rather than with simulations of it. Thus, while situated 

robotics is a fascinating area, it is not relevant to this thesis, as I am concerned 

specifically with a simulated environment. 

A-Life, however, is directly relevant to games like The Sims. Compared to 

traditional AT, A-Life takes an opposite view on how to create intelligent agents or 

systems. One of its founders, Christopher Langton (1996), describes A-Life as "life made 

by man rather than by nature." (p. 39). Workers in AT impose order on their systems in a 

top-down manner, while workers in A-Life try to create a space where order can arise 

from the bottom up. Simulations in the A-Life field are meant to be self-organizing, 

where any order or complexity will be emergent, not pre-programmed. Self-organization 

means that order in the system is not imposed from without, but allowed to spontaneously 

and autonomously develop (or emerge) from a less-ordered beginning (Boden, 1996, p. 

3). Where biologists will examine an organism from the outside-in, as a self-contained 

system with mysterious workings, A-Life workers try to put pieces together to see what 

will come out of them. 

In addition to debating about method, those interested in AT have also raised 

philosophical issues. Questions about knowledge, intelligence, and consciousness are all 

central to the field. Again, it is not possible to delve into all of these issues, but two are 

particularly relevant to the simulation being done in The Sims. First, John Searle, a 

linguist and philosopher, raises one of the most well-known arguments against the 

possibility of AT—the Chinese Room thought experiment—in his 1980 article "Minds, 

Brains, and Programs." Searle attempts to prove that a computer could never be proven to 

understand programs that it runs, because it is simply following instructions. In the 

Chinese Room thought experiment, an English-speaking man, Searle, is locked inside a 

room and given two batches of Chinese writing along with a set of rules in English for 

correlating the two batches. He is then supplied with a third batch of Chinese writing and 

English rules instructing him how to give back Chinese symbols in response to certain 
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shapes in the third batch. Searle then asks us to imagine that the first batch is a script, the 

second batch a story, the third batch a set of questions, and the English instructions a 

program. He is also given a similar batch of script, story, and questions in English, which 

he answers. The group outside the room is made up of Chinese speakers, and Searle 

becomes so good at manipulating the Chinese symbols that they cannot distinguish him 

from a native Chinese speaker. His answers in English are also indistinguishable from 

those of native English speakers because he is, after all, a native English speaker. The 

essence of Searle's (1980) argument about intentionality is the following: 

Because the formal symbol-manipulations by themselves don't have any 
intentionality; they are quite meaningless; they aren't even symbol 
manipulations, since the symbols don't symbolize anything. In the linguistic 
jargon, they have only syntax but no semantics. Such intentionality as 
computers appear to have is solely in the minds of those who program them 
and those who use them, those who send in the input and those who 
interpret the output. (p. 83, emphasis in original) 

Searle's point is that even if computers could someday behave like humans, it would not 

mean that they were intelligent, because they would still be doing what the human 

programmers had instructed them to do, not something the computers had "decided" to 

do on their own. 

Searle does not take issue with what he terms weak Al, where researchers use the 

computer primarily as a tool for studying the mind. But he does argue against strong Al, 

where researchers claim the computer program actually is a mind. While Searle has been 

criticized on a number of points, no one has yet managed to develop an Al program that 

disproves his conjecture that strong AT is impossible. Searle is arguing that the only 

meaning a computer program can have is in the mind of its designer and its user. It is not 

capable of producing meaning on its own. This is precisely what I am arguing The Sims 

with regard to The Sims—the game is not intelligent on its own, nor does it have meaning 

that it is trying to communicate. Rather, the designers and players of the game construct 

the meaning of the game in their own minds; The Sims is a tool for studying a number of 

things, and an especially good one for studying communication. 

Second, Hubert Dreyfus, a philosopher, has also raised concerns about Al's 

method of approaching knowledge as a catalog. He argues, in the tradition of Heidegger, 
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that knowledge is inherently embedded in situations, that humans function in the world 

based on know-how rather than know-that, and that human knowledge cannot be 

categorized, but rather is holistic in form (Dreyfus, 1972; 1993). Before I look at 

Dreyfus's critique, however, it is necessary to first comment briefly on the concept of 

knowledge. Al researchers were of course not the first people who tried to define 

knowledge; epistemology (the study of knowledge) is an established branch of 

philosophy. Plato, for example, viewed knowledge as awareness of a set of absolute and 

universal Forms. Over time, of course, a consensus has not emerged over what 

knowledge is. The debate between empiricists, who see knowledge as arising from 

sensory perception, and rationalists, who see knowledge as arising from reflection, has 

been ongoing since the Renaissance. And in the last two centuries, a number of 

competing philosophers have added their views. For example, constructionists argue that 

knowledge is socially constructed; phenomenologists argue that knowledge can only be 

accessed through our consciousness and through acting in the world.7 Traditionalist Al 

researchers in the 1960s were at about the point that Plato was, as they viewed knowledge 

as concrete data sets put into use through the application of rules. Dreyfus uses debates 

from Phenomenology to show that it is impossible to catalog knowledge. 

The "father" of phenomenology is Edmund Husserl, who had a grand project 

(similar to traditional Al's project) to bracket out the presumption of an external social 

world and create an abstract theory of consciousness, for he believed that everything we 

know is presented through consciousness in the first place (Husserl, 1970). Dreyfus 

applies Martin Heidegger's and Ludwig Wittgenstein's critiques of Husserl's 

transcendental phenomenology to traditionalist AT in particular. Heidegger (1962) 

pointed out that the abstract theory desired by Husserl left out the idea that we not only 

are in the world, but we also act. As well, after embarking on a phenomenological 

project of his own, Wittgenstein (1958) demonstrated that we cannot abstractly describe 

our world without reference to context. Just as Husserl was unable to transcendentally 

describe human knowledge, traditionalist AT has been unable to construct an all-

' See Chapter 3 for a more detailed discussion of Phenomenology. 
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encompassing knowledge base. Dreyfus made that argument in the 1970s, and his 

predictions have so far been true: 

The rationalist tradition had finally been put to an empirical test, and it had 
failed. The idea of producing a formal, atomistic theory of the everyday 
common-sense world and of representing that theory in a symbol 
manipulator had run into just the difficulties Heidegger and Wittgenstein 
had discovered. (Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 1988, p. 326) 

There is still no consensus on what knowledge is, let alone how to make a machine that 

possesses knowledge and knows how to use it to the same extent that humans do. 

Nevertheless, the idea that knowledge is inherently tied to our perceptions of and 

interactions with the world (and others) around us has taken hold among many of those 

who are working in Al, including many computer game designers. 

The various Al techniques have all found their place within simulation work. 

Different simulations use traditional, connectionist, situated robotics, and A-Life 

philosophies and methods. As with many other areas of research, as each approach has 

proven to be inadequate for certain tasks, researchers have begun using amalgams of 

those approaches. The following three subsections describe some of the trends of 

research in the more formal research laboratory setting. Section II, on computer games, 

mainly focuses on the advances in the industry of video games, as they relate to the 

simulation of communication. Both these settings—the research laboratory and video 

game company—have strong roots in the traditions arising out of Al. 

B. Virtual Humans 
Before beginning a discussion of virtual humans (or artificial agents), it is 

necessary to define the terms. Cohn Cressy (1997) gives a very simple definition of an 

agent as "something that perceives and acts." He goes on further to define a rational 

agent, which is more helpful for our purposes: 

A rational agent can be defined as a simple agent that perceives and acts in 
an appropriate manner, and, an autonomous rational agent is a rational 
agent capable of integrating its experience with its perceptions to act in an 
appropriate manner. (p. 189, emphasis in original) 

An agent can be a robot, perceiving its environment through cameras and performing 

actions through its programming and motor capabilities. A virtual agent can be a simple 

computer program that receives input and gives output according to its programming. An 
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agent, for example, can be a program that sorts incoming e-mail. Agents do not have to 

have any resemblance to human beings; they just need to be able to act in their 

environment, whatever that environment may be.8 In contrast, virtual humans are agents 

that are an attempt to simulate human beings, and the specific type of simulation that I 

am concerned with is a visual simulation (e.g. of a picture of a human-like character on a 

computer screen or virtual reality set-up). 

In the spring of 2002, about 30 international researchers gathered in California to 

attempt to create an intellectual community devoted to creating virtual humans. The 

organizers noted that while there are many individuals from a variety of disciplines 

involved in the task, there is very little communication between them. Following the 

workshop, they identified the key goal as "capturing the richness and dynamics of human 

behavior" (Gratch, Rickel, André, Cassell, Petajan, & Badler, 2002, p. 54). To do this, 

they wanted to develop a tool kit useful to all researchers; in particular, they wanted to 

make the tools that have been developed so far compatible with each other. The tools 

include human figure animation, facial animation, perception, cognitive modeling, 

emotions and personality, natural language processing, speech recognition and synthesis, 

and nonverbal communication. 

The main use for these virtual humans is, not surprisingly, within virtual worlds. 

There are a number of commercial uses at which virtual humans are put to work—one 

common one being within military-training simulations (Rickel, Marsella, Gratch, Hill, 

Traum, & Swartout, 2002). Virtual humans are in demand for educational software, 

where they can put a more human face on otherwise bland instructions (Badler, Ailbeck, 

Zhao, & Byun, 2002). Researchers are also attempting to create more individualized and 

flexible virtual humans for virtual reality systems (Thalmann & Monzani, 2002). The 

gaming industry is also beginning to clamour after better virtual beings, and in Section II, 

I discuss in more detail the importance of believable agents within computer games, for 

example to create more challenging enemies for the human player.9 For the most part, 

8 wish to emphasize here the difference between artificial, simulated agents and the term agent as it is 
used in Chapter 3, to denote social actors with agency: The artificial agents discussed here are not social 
actors, nor do they have agency. 
9lnterestingly, some of the most advanced work in virtual humans is happening in Hollywood and 
computer games, such as with The Matrix. For the sequels (The Matrix Reloaded and The Matrix 
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however, research into virtual humans tends to be oriented more towards solving 

technical problems and developing a toolkit rather than worrying specifically about how 

the virtual human fits into a larger setting. That is not to say that researchers within this 

field are unaware of this issue, or the many other philosophical issues that arise out of AT; 

rather, their priorities lean more towards the practical rather than theoretical problems. 

These practical problems, such as facial animation, are important problems, but I am not 

discussing them further for two reasons. First, my technical understanding is extremely 

limited; second, in my Case Study, the Sims do not aspire to appear human to the same 

extent as virtual humans do. The Sims are decidedly abstract in their representation and 

are designed to interact within their given environment, not with humans. 10 

C. Societies 
In contrast to the practical issues important to the simulation of virtual humans, 

the simulation of societies brings the theoretical issues to the forefront. Again, it is 

necessary to define what I mean by simulated societies before discussing them further. 

Different researchers have simulated many types of societal settings. The ones that are 

the most helpful for this paper are those that most closely match the type of society 

simulated within The Sims. Thus, I define simulated societies as models of systems that 

contain agents that must interact with one another in ways similar to human agents. 

There are two major benefits of work in simulated societies. One is that simulating any 

system requires whatever theory that is being used to describe the system to be articulated 

and elaborated. Another is that the complexity of the system can be controlled to a certain 

point, and studied within a controlled environment. Before I discuss these benefits in 

more detail, however, a brief overview of the field is provided. 

In his review of simulation within the field of sociology, Brendan Halpin (1999) 

identifies two early traditions: simulation gaming and system dynamics. Simulation 

games were brought to life with pen and paper before there were computers; war leaders 

Revolutions), the visual effects team has created new virtual cinematography techniques in order to film 
sequences that look photorealistic but just could not have actually happened. This included digitally 
assembling the human face, from the bones up through the hair, based on huge files of video capture of the 
real face. The same techniques were used to film the digital clips for the simultaneously released 
videogame, Enter The Matrix (Silberman, 2003). 
10 Admittedly, as I discuss in Chapter 4, the Sims do communicate at intervals with the human player, but 

not with the intention to convince the player that they are human. 
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would simulate battles for training, for example. Computers offered the opportunity for 

more extensive simulations in this vein, and as is shown in the second section of this 

chapter, a variety of simulation games are currently thriving in today's market. Halpin 

describes system dynamics in the following way: "The essence of system dynamics is 

that it models systems, in which systems consist of a set of quantities or stocks or 'levels' 

that can grow or decline and in which the rates of growth and decline are affected by 

'feedback loops' from each stock itself and other stocks, in potentially complex ways" 

(1999, p. 1491). The system dynamics tradition is concerned more with the overall 

outcomes of many complex interactions, rather than specific interactions between 

individual agents. Nevertheless, other societal simulations do concentrate more on the 

results of individual actions and interactions. 

One of the most commonly referenced examples of a simulation game is the 

classic prisoner's dilemma. It plays on the idea of two co-accused criminals being 

interrogated separately and simultaneously. They can either cooperate (with one another, 

for example by both denying wrongdoing) or they can compete (defect and give the other 

one away) (Kennedy & Eberhart, 2001). If they both cooperate, they both benefit; if they 

both compete, they both suffer. The most benefit for one agent comes if that agent 

competes and the other cooperates. Robert Axelrod (1984) has published the results of 

the most comprehensive simulations of the prisoner's dilemma. He developed a 

simulation scheme where the dilemma was repeated a number of times between two 

agents, and invited a number of thinkers to submit strategies that they thought would 

result in the most benefit for an agent. He then ran the different strategies so they would 

accumulate a score based on how beneficial they were for the agent involved. The 

winning strategy was one called TIT-FOR-TAT, where the agent would base its actions 

on the immediately prior action of its opponent, cooperating if the other had cooperated, 

and competing if the other had competed. Axelrod's tournament was important because it 

allowed different theories about interaction and cooperation to be played out, tested, and 

verified. 

There are many examples of simulation in the system dynamics frame. One of its 

most popular uses has been in historical simulations of various civilizations. Early 
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applications in the 1960s and 1970s included simulations of the Mayan collapse and of 

Palaeolithic social organization (Conte & Gilbert, 1995). One of the most well-known 

examples of a simulation in the system dynamics frame is Sugarscape, created by Josh 

Epstein and Rob Axtell (1996) in order to study economics. In Sugarscape, the 

environment is made up of a grid that contains agents and resources. The agents have to 

follow a number of rules in how they move around on the grid, but generally their goal is 

to reach resources and consume them in order to "stay alive." Epstein and Axtell study 

how changes to the parameters and rules would lead to the development of patterns in the 

behaviors of the agents. For example, they would cluster the resources in certain 

locations, or make the resources deplete over time, or introduce "viruses" that would 

affect the agents, and observe how that changed the outcome of the simulation. 

As mentioned above, there are two main benefits that the simulation of societies 

has to offer: theories can be elaborated and tested; and the complexity of systems can be 

studied in more detail. Attempting to use a theory in a simulation forces the researcher to 

clearly state the theory. As well, a sociologist will have relatively more control over a 

simulation than he will over "real life." The parameters and variables can be adjusted 

without causing harm to anyone; experiments can be repeated; unintended consequences 

can be studied. Simulation enthusiasts go so far as to claim that their work can help to 

bridge the micro-macro gap in social theory and help reconcile theories about individual 

actions with theories about systems: 

Al will contribute uniquely to solve this crucial problem, because it is able 
to formally model and to simulate at the same time the individual minds and 
behaviors, the emerging collective action, structure or effect, and their 
feedbacks to shape minds and reproduce themselves. (Castelfranchi, 1998, 
p. 176) 

There are no guarantees, of course, that results from simulations can be extrapolated to 

cover the "real world." They may or may not be replicable, be predictive, be able to be 

generalized, or contain all the necessary data (Goldspink, 2002). Nevertheless, 

simulations can be useful so long as these limitations are kept in mind. 

There are also limits to the insight that simulations can give into complexity, but 

they still do provide insight. "Reality" is much too complex to understand with simple 

observation; thus, we build abstractions and models of it in order to better comprehend 
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how it functions (Gershenson, 2002; Garson, 1994). Simulation "allows us to take 

dynamics into account more easily, to see the unintended consequences of individual 

action, of ' emergence' of complexity from simpler components" (Halpin, 1999, p. 1502). 

One of the main goals, if not the main goal, of all social sciences is to enlarge our 

understanding of the inner and outer workings of humans, particularly human interaction. 

Simulations on computers are very handy tools for modeling human sociality, or how we 

relate to one another. 

D. Communication 
One of the complex behaviors that simulations allow us to study is 

communication. By combining the more technically advanced and believable virtual 

humans with the settings provided by simulations of society and prompting (or letting 

emerge) interaction, we can observe communication. One of the criticisms of Al has been 

that it has ignored the necessity for any agent to be embodied and have a sense of self. 

Rodney Brooks (199 1) has argued that any work in AT is futile if it does not force the 

agent to react to a dynamic environment. Brooks believes that the only environment 

within which it is worthwhile to develop Al is the physical world in which human beings 

interact. But as simulated societies become more advanced and complex, they could 

perceivably offer just such a complex and dynamic environment. Although current 

computer games do not provide environments that could be argued to be sufficiently 

complex, they are an important step towards this goal, as I argue further in the next 

section. 

There has been a significant amount of work done in creating conversational 

programs, much of it geared towards passing the Turing Test. Indeed, there is a yearly 

competition for the Loebner Prize, where different programs compete and are judged on 

how well they can imitate human speech (Loebner Prize, 2003).11 These conversational 

agents, however, are created to have conversations with humans, not other agents. Thus, 

while many of the techniques and theories from this work are helpful, they are not the 

Hugh Loebner has underwritten a $ 100,000 grand prize for the first computer program that manages to 
fool a panel of human judges, along the lines of the Turing Test. Each year, a competition is held and a 
$2,000 prize is awarded to the most human computer. No one has yet won the grand prize. 
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main concern of this thesis. 12 As well, conversational programs engage in primarily 

(often solely) verbal communication, and the communication within The Sims is not 

verbal. 

The traditional top-down approach of AT has not resulted in success in simulating 

the human ability to communicate. Attempts to pass the Turing Test have continued to 

fail, and other methods of simulating communicative ability have not had much more 

success. For example, in the 1970s and 1980s, Roger Schank worked at the Al 

Laboratory at Yale University, trying to program a computer to tell children's stories 

(Schank & Childers, 1984). As part of an attempt to understand the human planning 

process, one of Schank's students, James Meehan wrote the TALE-SPIN program, which 

would invent stories of its own based on information and rules supplied by the 

programmer. But each successive story that the program turned out would reveal new 

problems with the programming. One story consisted of the following: 

One day Joe Bear was hungry. He asked his friend Irving Bird where some 
honey was. Irving told him there was a beehive in the oak tree. Joe walked 
to the oak tree. He ate the beehive. (Schank & Childers, 1984) 

It was impossible to program a computer with all the information that humans take for 

granted, such as the seemingly simple fact that honey as a food is distinguished from a 

beehive as a source for honey. This same problem has confronted researchers who have 

attempted to create programs capable of an everyday conversation with a human being. 

Joseph Weizenbaum (1966) created the first chatterbot, or program designed to 

converse with humans. ELIZA was a program created in order to make natural language 

conversation possible between a human and a computer, and was intended to model the 

therapy methods of Carl Rogers. 13 Humans would initiate conversation with ELIZA in a 

turn-taking session; ELIZA was programmed to scan for keywords and use those to draw 

the human into further explanation. In his discussion of ELIZA, Weizenbaum notes how 

the human clients would attribute meaning to the program's responses: 

12 The  communication that I am studying within The Sims is the communication among the various 
simulated characters, and whether the human player can understand the communication as meaningful—but 
the Sims are not trying to fool the players into believing they are human. 
13 Rogers is thought of as the father of client-centered therapy. He posits that an empathic bond should be 
established between the client and therapist through active-listening (Rogers, 1951). 
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If, for example, one were to tell a psychiatrist, 'I went for a long boat ride' 
and he responded "Tell me about boats', one would not assume that he knew 
nothing about boats, but that he had some purpose in so directing the 
subsequent conversation. It is important to note that this assumption is one 
made by the speaker. Whether it is realistic or not is an altogether separate 
question. In any case, it has a crucial psychological utility in that it serves 
the speaker to maintain his sense of being heard and understood. The 
speaker further defends his impression (which even in real life may be 
illusory) by attributing to his conversational partner all sorts of background 
knowledge, insights and reasoning ability. But again, these are the speaker's 
contribution to the conversation. (Weizenbaum, 1966, p. 42, emphasis in 
original) 

Weizenbaum's observations are particularly telling considering that in the nearly 40 years 

since, researchers have not come much closer than he did to creating conversational 

programs that can fool humans. And he acknowledges that ELIZA's believability was 

due in large part to the way in which the human participant would project their own ideas 

of meaning onto ELIZA's responses. 

From a phenomenological perspective, the failure of traditional Al was 

predictable. The human brain is not like a computer; the mind cannot be represented by 

algorithms. Traditionalists have not been the only ones trying to simulate communication, 

of course. As a matter of definition, connectionists try to enable communication within 

systems, whether it is between nodes with a simple off/on switch or between more 

sophisticated agents. From a connectionist viewpoint, language is seen as an emergent 

process that arises from the interaction of agents; explicit teaching of it should not be 

necessary (Atkinson-Abutridy, Ferreira-Cabrera & Riquelme, 2000). Thus, connectionists 

try to simulate the emergence of forms of communication within societies, for example 

how a group of agents interacting will develop shared symbols (Hutchins & Hazlehurst, 

1995). 

One of the benefits of simulation approaches is that they do not purport to provide 

the explanation for how we exist in the world. What they do do is provide settings within 

which we can study phenomena like interaction, adjusting the agents and environments in 

order to come closer to understanding the factors involved in communication. And with 

simulations that take the form of hugely popular computer games, we can study not only 
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the many varied forms of interaction, but also the interaction between the players and the 

game. 

II. Computer Games 
So far, I have been using the terms computer games and video games in a 

somewhat confusing manner. There are many ways they can be defined. For the purposes 

of this paper, however, I am using the term computer games in two senses. In the first 

sense, which I explore in the first section, computer games are defined narrowly to 

include those games that are played on a computer, against a computer. In the second 

sense, which I explore in the latter four sections and throughout the rest of this paper, 

computer games are defined more broadly to encompass any sort of game that is played 

on the medium of a personal computer. In this second sense, computer games fall within 

the family of video games, which are games played on dedicated consoles (arcade 

games), handheld units (such as GameBoy), dedicated systems (e.g. Nintendo, Sony 

PlayStation), or personal computers. In regard to games, there are many possible 

definitions, but for the purposes of this thesis, the term game refers to an activity (often 

competitive or entertaining or both) that occurs in a bounded time and space and is 

governed by certain rules. 

Computer games can be seen as development tools for Al and the simulation of 

communication for a number of reasons, which I discuss in the following five sections. 

First, computer games can be narrowly defined as "games played against a computer." 

Historically, computer games have been one of the most common vehicles for work in 

developing intelligent programs; in the early life of AT, writing a program that could win 

the game of chess was one of the field's greatest dreams. 14 In this respect, the thread of 

AT philosophy comes through. Second, computer games can be defined as "video games 

played on a computer." They are simulations in their own right, containing simulated 

environments and situations ranging from a racetrack to a mysterious island. In this 

respect, the threads of both Al and simulation work come through. Third, these game 

environments are becoming more and more sophisticated, requiring more elaborate 

14 As I describe in Section A, IBM's Deep Blue chess-playing program finally achieved success by 

defeating world chess champion Garry Kasparov in 1997. 
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theories and making it possible to test those very theories. Fourth, present-day computer 

games rely on ever-more credible game characters in order to be successful. For game 

characters to be credible, they must be able to engage the player through interaction, and 

this interaction is only credible when the characters can communicate well. Fifth, the 

most popular games are played by millions of people, meaning that a wide audience is 

interacting with and modifying these simulations. 

A. Computer Games History 
Work on developing Al for computer games began with the birth of AT in the 

1950s.'5 Until the late 1980s, work concentrated on logic and search programs for games 

such as chess, checkers, and tic-tac-toe (Schaeffer & van den Herik, 2001). This work 

was very strongly anchored in the paradigm of traditional AT. Computer games were seen 

as excellent tools for perfecting Al techniques, because they had fixed rules, defined 

interactions, and a constrained space. 

Along with the Turing Test, the game of chess was one of the holy grails of AT. 

Chess is appealing to Al researchers because, on the one hand, it is a perfect-information 

game, theoretically solvable, as the entire game board and pieces are visible to the player. 

On the other hand, there is an exponential number of strategic combinations a player can 

use, which means simple logic and search programs will be insufficient. Perhaps most 

importantly, though, chess has long been considered to be a game requiring intelligence, 

so if a computer program can be taught to beat human opponents, it was thought, that 

computer program must then be intelligent. As Newell, Shaw, and Simon wrote in their 

1958 paper "Chess-playing programs and the problem of complexity": 

Chess is the intellectual game par excellence. Without a chance device to 
obscure the contest, it pits two intellects against each other in a situation so 
complex that neither can hope to understand it completely, but sufficiently 
amenable to analysis that each can hope to outthink his opponent. The game 
is sufficiently deep and subtle in its implication to have supported the rise of 
professional players, and to have allowed a deepening analysis through 200 
years of intensive study and play without becoming exhausted or barren. 
Such characterizations mark chess as a natural attempt at mechanization. If 
one could devise a successful chess machine, one would seem to have 

Claude Shannon's (1950) "Programming a digital computer for playing chess" is generally seen as 
kicking off the modem history of computer game playing programs. 
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penetrated to the core of human intellectual endeavor. (Cited in Bramer, 
1983, P. 9) 

Researchers soon discovered, however, that there was more to chess than just following 

rules and searching for the best move, and it took decades until a chess-playing program 

could challenge a human Grand Master chess player. 

Many of the early chess-playing programs used rules and brute force search 

programs in their attempts to advance their chess rankings (Bramer, 1983). Early 

researchers came up against two obstacles: there was not enough computing power at the 

time to meet the search programs' needs; and there seemed to be something else about 

human players that the computer programs could not beat. As Garry Kasparov (1996) 

describes the difference, "A computer can't ' see' the long-term consequences of 

structural changes in the position or understand how changes in pawn formations may be 

good or bad. Humans do this sort of thing all the time." Human beings do not have the 

capacity or the time to perform deep quantitative statistical searches; the best chess 

players rely rather on an inherent understanding of the game and on intuition. 

In the 1970s and 1980s, interest in the field of computer game Al declined 

because success did not come as quickly as promised. Since the late 1980s, though, 

interest in the field has been rejuvenated. One reason is that there have been some high-

profile successes of game-playing programs; for example, the computer program Deep 

Blue beat world chess champion Garry Kasparov in 1997. Another reason is that interest 

has spread to a number of other games, including bridge, poker, scrabble, and the 

Japanese game of Go. Some of the games, like Scrabble, have provided easy prey for 

programmers using traditional techniques (Hedberg, 1997). Others, like poker, have 

raised new challenges. Writing a program that can believably bluff is no easy task 

(Lahey, 1998). 

Now that a computer chess program has triumphed, however, a lot of attention in 

the field is turning towards Go. Go is deceptively simple in appearance. The board is a 

grid of squares, and the two players take turns placing markers on it. The objective is to 

dominate the board, and this is done by surrounding the opponent's pieces, thereby 

capturing and removing them. When no more markers can be placed on the board, the 

dominant player wins. Sims designer Will Wright enjoys playing Go because of how 
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complexity can arise through such simplicity (Cambron, 2002). Playing Go seems to rely 

even more heavily on intuitive pattern recognition than chess does, as Go-playing 

programs relying on brute force search patterns have failed miserably (Brooks, 2002). In 

order to build a successful Go-playing computer program, then, researchers have to try to 

uncover how it is that the human mind plays the game, or at least use something beyond 

logic and search algorithms. 

What work in computer games (in this restricted sense) has done is proven to 

researchers in the traditionalist AT mindset that there is more to human intelligence than 

simply retrieving facts from the brain. This has forced them to look for new theories and 

attempt new methods for writing "winning" programs. Work in computer games (in the 

video games sense) has been driven by a different motive—entertainment—but it is 

currently attracting many of the brightest minds in Al precisely because of its need for 

innovation. 

B. Video Games 
The history of video games can also be traced back to the 1950s, when many of 

the people who would become the important figures in the industry first began 

experimenting with interactive uses for the computer and TV. 16 Commonly, Spacewar, 

created in 1961 by Steve Russell, is cited as the first interactive computer game (Herman, 

Horwitz, Kent, & Miller, 2001; Wolf, 2001). The 1970s saw the birth of arcade and home 

video games, although they did not pick up in popularity until the later part of the decade. 

The first arcade game was Computer Space, based on Spacewar, and the first home video 

game was Ralph Baer's TV game system, the Odyssey. These early games were very 

abstract in form, partly because of the limited technology available. The most popular 

arcade game of the 1980s was Pac-Man (released in 1980), whose success helped spawn 

a great many more games and much excitement in the field. Despite arcades being a $5 

billion industry in the U.S. in 1981 (Langway, 1981), the following few years saw a 

minor recession for the arcade and home video game industry.'7 Around 1985, though, 

16 For a very detailed, chronological view of the history of video games, see Herman, Horwitz, Kent & 
Miller (2001). 
17 The initial excitement of the early 1980s caused an over-production in games, which ended up sitting on 

the shelves and causing companies to lose money (Herman, Horwitz, Kent, & Miller, 2001). 
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video games started to make a comeback, and their growth really has not slowed since 

then (Herman, Horwitz, Kent, & Miller, 2001). 

The late 1980s saw the beginning of the expansive growth of the home video 

game market, as companies like Nintendo and Sega took over the market. The Mario 

Brothers franchise (Nintendo) and Sonic the Hedgehog series (Sega) dominated during 

the early 1990s. With the Playstation in 1995 and Playstation2 in 2000, Sony joined 

Nintendo in leading home video game sales in the later 1990s. In 2001, retail sales of 

video games exceeded Hollywood box office revenue for the first time (Pethokoukis, 

2002). Also, in the late 1980s and 1990s, gaming began to take on a more and more 

important role in the home computer market. Word-processing, e-mail, and games are the 

top three uses for computers, but word-processing and e-mail do not make high demands 

on graphics, processing, memory, or sound—games do. As games scholar Henry Jenkins 

(in press) says, "One could make the case that games have been to the PC what NASA 

was to the mainframe—the thing that pushes forward innovation and experimentation." 

According to the Interactive Digital Software Association (2003), 60 per cent of all 

Americans play computer and video games. The majority of those players are men, but 

the number of women is steadily growing (it is currently at 43 per cent). 

Modern video games cover a wide variety of genres and are played on a number 

of different media. These genres include adventure games, board games, driving games, 

fighting games, simulation games, sports games, and text games, to name only a few. 18 

The media, as I mentioned above, include stand-alone consoles and the standard personal 

computer. Some common characteristics of modem video games include that they are 

entertaining, have rules, often have a certain location (within the game, such as a game 

board, city, racetrack, etc.), often are competitive, and are usually seen as unreal (Berger, 

2002). There is no simple way to classify video games, however. Nor is there an 

established literature in the field. For the purposes of this paper, I will quickly look at the 

different work that is related to video game studies, then focus on games that are similar 

to the Case Study of The Sims. These games include simulation games and strategy 

games. 

18 For a fairly comprehensive classification of games, see Wolf (2001). 
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Despite their ever-growing popularity (or perhaps in part because of it), video 

games, including simulation games, have received relatively little serious attention from 

the academic community. The majority of work done in the 1980s and 1990s dealt with 

only a few narrow themes, such as violence, gender, addiction, and regulation. The study 

of violence and games is linked to work in the effects paradigm; scholars try to link 

game-play to behavioral change (see Sherry, 2001). As in other areas of effects literature, 

different studies have come up with different results, ranging from finding no effects to 

findiiig an increase in violence. There has yet to be an insightful history of video games 

published; the available histories are exceedingly dry, providing names and dates and not 

much more (see Herman, 1997; Kent, 2001). 

The two other main approaches to video games study come from within cultural 

studies and literary theory. The standard text on gender and games is Justine Cassell and 

Henry Jenkins's (199 8) From Barbie to Mortal Kombat: Gender and computer games, in 

which they present a number of essays dealing with the social construction of gender 

within games. Some journalists have attempted chronicling gaming culture (Poole, 2000; 

Herz, 1997), but academics are only beginning to show an interest in games as a worthy 

area of study. Literary scholars have tried studying games as narratives. Janet Murray's 

(1997) Hamlet on the Holodeck is widely referred to; she identifies some of the problems 

with participatory narrative, including the thin nature of narrative in many of the most 

popular games: 

The largest commercial success , and the greatest creative effort in digital 
narrative have so far been in the area of computer games [but] the narrative 
content of these games is thin, and is often imported from other media or 
supplied by sketchy and stereotypical characters. (p. 51) 

Another important work in the literary tradition is Espen Aarseth's (1997) Cybertext, 

which links gaming narratives to non-linear, labyrinthine (ergodic) texts. Many of these 

approaches (effects, cultural, literary) will mention simulation games in passing, but there 

have still been no serious studies of simulation games themselves. 

The first simulation game to make a big splash in the market was SimCity, 

released in 1990 (an earlier creation of Sims designer Will Wright, see Figure 1). With 

SimCity, the player takes on the role of mayor of a city, which involves controlling 
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everything from sewage to traffic systems to taxes to infrastructure. There is no set goal 

in the game, although generally players will try to create a growing, healthy city. The 

game is designed to provide feedback to the player's decisions through citizen reactions 

and economic growth, for example. While there has been no research into simulation 

games in a broad sense, a small number of writers have commented on some of the 

implications of SimCity. 

Figure 1: Promotional screencaps from SimCity 

Julian Bleecker ( 1994) analyses SimCity in terms of its presentation of riots. He 

is interested in the paradox that despite the game's exaggerated abstraction—particularly 

its lack of cultural diversity and utopic view of inner city life—players still find it to be a 

"realistic" simulation of a city. He concludes that the very abstraction allows the players 

to project onto the city whatever they want to believe. The focus of his argument is that 

even though there is no such thing as racial categories within SimCity, the game still 

manages to raise the idea of racial divisions because urban riots can break out 

periodically within the game (caused by high unemployment, high crime rates, or a heat 

wave). He argues that the players already have the image of racially-linked riots in their 

minds, specifically the L.A. riots of the early 1990s, and that the players project those 

images onto the game. Therefore, players will see what they want to see and make the 

game seem credible. As I will argue further later in this paper, a good simulation game 

will always do this—be abstract enough that the players can bring their own 

preconceptions of what a city or life is like and have the game reflect it back to them. 

Another popular simulation game is Black & White, released in 2001, where the 

player takes on a god role. The player controls a creature who can take actions in the 

environment, ranging from building buildings to tearing them down, helping the villager 
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inhabitants or killing and eating them. The player, through the creature, is competing with 

other gods for control of the world of Eden. The creature in turn learns from the player's 

actions and is capable of making its own decisions. 19 Like in SimCity, the decisions of the 

player are manifested in changes to the environment, but Peter Molyneux, the creator of 

Black & White, wanted the moral implications of the players' choices to be obvious: 

Good moral choices transform the world into a flowering garden. Bad moral 
choices darken and scar the world—most specifically the creature who 
evolves into a physical reflection of the morality of your choices. We can 
thus read off the world whether our decisions are virtuous or evil. (Jenkins 
& Squire, 2002, p. 70) 

Figure 2: "Bad" and "Good" creatures from Black & White 

Black & White reflects back to players whatever they put into the game, particularly in 

reference to whether they are "good" or "bad" (see Figure 2). Players can choose their 

path from the moment they pick the game up off the shelf—the version in the black box 

contains tips on how to dominate through fear and terror, and the version in the white box 

contains tips on how to gain power through enlightenment and peace. Black & White 

shows the power of simulations as communicative tools, as it teaches the player (like the 

player teaches the creature) moral lessons .20 

" The homepage of Black & White contains a helpful synopsis of the game. See http://www.bwgame.com 
20 Simulation games are not just single-player games. In the form of role-playing games, they have been 
present on the Internet for many years. Black & White can be played online, with the player taking his or 



30 

C. Computer game environments 
As I have already hinted, computer games provide an excellent environment for 

the simulation of communication. There are a number of reasons why computer games 

are worthy of study. First, they are currently attracting many of the brightest minds in AT, 

and are recognized by many scholars as driving much of the innovation and 

experimentation in digital art. Second, they are a genuine product, with which millions of 

people around the globe engage—as opposed to laboratory simulations, for example. 

Third, interactive computer games empower the player to an extent not possible with 

other media like film or novels. Simulation games in particular put much of the control in 

the player's hands. These characteristics of the computer game environment are all 

worthy of more study, but here I will discuss each of them only briefly. 

In a forthcoming article, Henry Jenkins (in press) examines the aesthetics of 

computer games using Gilbert Seldes's (1957) concept of lively arts. In Seldes's time, 

American popular culture (jazz, the Broadway musical, Vaudeville, Hollywood, comics, 

humor columns) was not seen as worthy of serious study. But to Seldes, popular culture 

was of great value because of its immediacy and emotional impact on audiences. Jenkins 

takes up Seldes's argument and applies it to computer games: 

The lively arts look toward the future rather than toward the past. Similarly, 
game designers work in a commercially competitive environment and 
within an emerging medium. Thus, they must continually push and stretch 
formal boundaries in order to create novelty, while they also have to insure 
that their experimentation remains widely accessible to their desired 
audience. (Jenkins, in press) 

One of the most competitive aspects of computer game design is AL Players are 

demanding more and more sophisticated characters to interact with and fight against. As 

game engines have increased in speed and graphics have increased in quality, smarter and 

better characters are in higher and higher demand—and so are the Al experts who can 

create them (Takahashi, 2000). 

While academics in research labs are undoubtedly contributing to our 

understanding of what communication is through trying to create programs that can 

her creature onto the Internet to compete against other players and their creatures. In December, 2002, The 
Sims Online launched, creating a space where players, in the guises of Sims, could interact. While 
simulation games have gone online, though, I am not. Studying The Sims in an online context would be an 
entirely different thesis. 
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simulate it, computer games are distinctly worthy of study for two major reasons: their 

capacity for interaction and their proliferation. The best-selling games sell millions of 

copies, engaging the attention of millions of people. Because computer games generally 

fall outside the academic realm and are so hugely popular, it is difficult to accuse them of 

being fake or out-of-touch: 

Because researchers do not develop them, the games avoid embodying 
preconceived notions about which aspects of the world designers can 
simulate with ease and which aspects they can simulate with difficulty. 
These games constitute real products that create real environments with 
which millions of humans can interact vigorously. (Laird, 2001, p. 70) 

Computer games meld theory with practice, and many computer game designers are more 

aware of the theory behind their own games than one might initially think. And the best 

computer games require players to do some theorizing of their own. 

P. Computer game characters 
Inside the laboratory, much of the research work on AT has been concerned with 

two-player, perfect information games. The goal has been to create an Al program that 

can compete against or fool a human; the approach has historically been top-down, 

focusing on finding a way to represent human thought processes in lines of code. A 

growing number of researchers interested in AT, however, have begun turning to (and 

encouraging others to use) computer games to develop better AT (see Cressy, 1997; Laird 

& van Lent, 2001). As computer scientist Jonathan Schaeffer (2001) says: 

Computer games are the ideal application for developing human-level AT. 
There is already a need for it because human game players are generally 
dissatisfied with computer characters. The characters are shallow, too easy 
to predict, and, all too often, exhibit artificial stupidity rather than artificial 
intelligence. (n.p.) 

Players expect each new game on the market to have "smarter" characters, whether they 

are monsters, innocent pedestrians, or simulated families. Two common criticisms of 

game characters are that they are too stupid and/or too predictable. For example, it is not 

fun for long to play a shooting game where the same opponents appear around the same 
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corner every time. 21 Thus, game designers have always been in the business of creating 

more intelligent characters for their games. 

For example, one technique for developing better non-player characters (NPCs, or 

characters that are not controlled by the player) has been to move away from the 

traditionalist, top-down approach of trying to imbue a character with all of its knowledge 

right off the bat. Programmers use the concept of affordances, which means that 

"knowledge" is embedded within the environment that a given character inhabits (Doyle, 

1999). Instead of using logical rules and reasoning about what actions to take in a given 

situation, the character asks the objects around it what the appropriate actions are. In this 

way, the character becomes more "intelligent" the more it interacts with its environment. 

Of course, there is complex programming involved with choosing which objects to 

interact with, but the use of affordances has proven to be promising. A game character 

can be more responsive to a changing environment and learn how to solve problems as it 

moves throughout the environment (Doyle, 1999). 

An important part of many NPCs is their ability to communicate with the player. 

In many games, when it comes time for the player to receive information from an NPC, 

game-play effectively stops and a film-clip is played with a standard message. This is 

boring for the player, so some researchers are working on creating NPCs with the ability 

to carry on a conversation within a limited interaction setting (Zubek, 2002). Within 

online gaming worlds such as MUDs, NPCs can also be very static and uninteresting to 

interact with. M. DePristo and R. Zubek (2001) are trying to create a character for a 

MUD environment that can live as a player and survive, for at least a small amount of 

time. In this respect, the goal of many Al researchers has not changed since Turing's 

time; they want to create an Al program that can fool humans by communicating with 

them. 

But there is much more to good game characters than sophisticated Al. Players 

must be able to empathize with the characters they are either controlling or interacting 

with. As Steven Poole (2002) writes: 

21 This is one of the reasons for the growing popularity of online multiplayer games (like Quake), another 

interesting part of gaming that I do not have the time or space to discuss properly. 
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A good videogame character is one that the player likes, one whose iconic 
appearance and movements combine to give us pleasure. And since the 
character is under our control, if we like him (or her), we must also feel 
somehow protective, and anxious lest we cause the character harm through 
our own inadequacy. (p. 81) 

A game character must be recognizable to the player, and often this is accomplished 

through abstraction. 22 The character's features will be less defined so that players can 

more easily identify with it and more easily project themselves into the game (Pearce, 

2002b). The earlier videogame characters (like Pac-Man, for example) were abstract in 

form in large part because of the technical constraints of the time. As the graphics, sound, 

memory, and speed of games have improved, the characters have been able to become 

more detailed and photo-realistic. 

E. Computer game players 
The interactive nature of computer games makes the game players as important to 

study as the games themselves. The computer game player has an active role in creating 

the game, albeit within the constraints of the design. Even when the game is as simple as 

driving a car around a track or shooting space aliens—let alone when the game involves 

building a simulated city or playing god—each play session for each player will result in 

the creation of a different narrative. 

Of course, the concepts of play and game have been with us far longer than 

computer games have. Many of the great philosophers over the course of history have 

mused on the significance of play. Plato, for example, saw play as a frivolous, 

unstructured activity, but saw games as providing models from which children could 

learn. The German idealists (Kant, Schiller) also wrote about play, making a connection 

between play and art. For my purposes, Hans-Georg Gadamer (1985) provides perhaps 

the most relevant conception of play. For Gadamer, play is above all a process of self-

representation (1985, p. 94) and is carried to its highest form in art. When play becomes 

part of a game, it requires there to be something with which the player can interact, 

whether it is a stone being kicked down the street or pieces on a chessboard. Games also 

22 Of course, many games go in an opposite direction so far as character design is concerned. Poole (2002) 
terms much of what he sees in modern videogames as "sci-fi S&M," where the women have large breasts 
and the men are muscular and dumb. 



34 

have particular rules and structures that define the movement of the player. The creation 

and interpretation of art itself is a game: 

The interaction of the contest of subject (interpreter) and object (artistic 
work) creates a game of a very high order. For Gadamer, then, game is part 
and parcel of the artistic process from creation to interpretation. It is 
infinitely repeatable but with new permutations each time it is played, for it 
is neither wholly restricted to one set of existing rules nor detached from 
guidelines, rules, standards, or structures in general. (Slethaug, 2000, p. 65) 

Admittedly, Gadamer probably did not have computer games directly in mind when he 

was writing about the aesthetics of play, but his insights are apt. He also argues that 

understanding the interplay between the subject and object is possible only through the 

medium of language (Gadamer, 1985, p. 446). 

In a similar vein, comics artist Scott McCloud has pointed out that comics require 

a greater amount of viewer participation than most other media. The real "action" in 

comics takes place in the reader's mind, between the frames in a comic strip (McCloud, 

1993). The drawings and words on the page merely provide clues for the reader; each 

reader will "see" a different story depending on how they fill in the spaces between the 

frames. In a way, this is very similar to what happens in abstracted simulation games like 

The Sims. What is important to study, then, is not the game text itself, but the way in 

which players interact with it and form narratives about it. 

Thus far, there have been very few studies published on the nature of computer 

game play. For example, in an article entitled, "In search of the videogame player," 

James Newman (2002) laments the lack of attention paid to the nature of videogame play. 

He notes the difference between watching a game being played and actually engaging in 

the playing of a game—and he notes how this difference has been largely ignored by 

those few who have ventured into the study of videogames. Newman presents an 

argument about an "interactive continuum" of game play, stretching from the lull 

immersion of a player to the passive viewing of video segments that are interspersed in 

many popular games. He writes, "This videogame experience cannot be understood 

without recognizing the integration of the player in the process" (Newman, 2002, p. 419). 

Unfortunately, his attention is directed toward first-person games, where the player takes 

on one specific character and has to advance through levels, so many of his specific 
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comments do not apply to The Sims, where the player is in a god-like position 

determining the goals herself. Nevertheless, his call for a greater appreciation of 

videogame play is directly applicable. 

In the field of Human-Computer Interaction, some scholars have begun to turn 

their attention to computer games, but only very recently; thus, the sub-field is still quite 

young. One study published in late 2002, for example, asks the question of what players 

want in videogames (Fabricatore, Nussbaum & Rosas, 2002). Through observing players, 

the authors tried to create a model of players' opinions on the playability of games. Much 

of the work in Human-Computer Interaction, however, is focused on more practical 

issues and settings, such as the work place, leaving a serious vacuum in the area of play. 

In summary, the focus on creating better games, with more credible characters 

who are capable of more credible communication, has been moving away from simply 

writing better Al programming. The very understanding of what it is that makes credible 

communication possible has changed. The more innovative game designers are not trying 

to write traditionalist programs "teaching" their game characters all the common-sense 

knowledge we take for granted. Rather, they are looking for other ways to make a game 

character interesting—such as using the concept of affordances so the character can 

interact more efficiently with its environment. More importantly, game designers are 

extremely aware that the only communication that matters is that between the game and 

the player. Whatever is happening in the game must be understandable to the player. 
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CHAPTER 3: THEORY 

In this chapter, I trace the development of a theory of communicative practices 

from a phenomenological perspective. Thus, in the first section, I attempt to define 

Phenomenology, a branch of philosophy that arose primarily from the work of Edmund 

Husserl. Husserl's main point of departure was that the only way in which humans can 

encounter the "world" and each other is through consciousness, so he embarked on a 

project of describing how the "world" appears to his consciousness. Husserl's work has 

been transformed and redeveloped, however, by every thinker who has placed 

him/herself in the phenomenological tradition. Martin Heidegger' s reinterpretation of 

Husserl is most important, with his emphasis on how humans are embedded in the 

world—that we cannot escape the time and space constraints imposed on us by our 

culture and language. I briefly comment on how Alfred Schutz incorporates 

Phenomenology in his work, as Schutz's ideas run through the remainder of the chapter. 

After briefly sketching the early development of Phenomenology, I move on to 

specific concepts as they are developed in the literature. The main theorists on whom I 

draw in this chapter, in addition to Schutz, are Anthony Giddens and Jttrgen Habermas. 

Rather than explain their entire research and theoretical projects, I try to draw together 

their ideas on two essential elements of the communication process: the lifeworld 

(Section II) and actors (Section III). Schutz looks at both these concepts from a 

phenomenological perspective and sets the stage for their incorporation in 

communication theory, but his work is more of a primer than developed theory. In 

particular, Habermas develops the concept of lifeworld, but focuses more on the what 

than the how; he does not adequately address how the lifeworld is produced and 

sustained. Giddens focuses more on the production and reproduction of the lifeworid by 

knowledgeable human actors interacting with each other in given settings. 

In Section IV, I look at the theories of communication/interaction as developed by 

both Habermas and Giddens. Again, I pick at the parts of their theories that will apply 

most directly to my analysis of The Sims. With Habermas, I focus on his theory of 

communicative action, as it develops through his conceptualizations of universal 

pragmatics and understanding. He drew strongly on speech acts theory (as mainly 
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developed by Austin and Searle) for this part of his work. There are hints within 

Habermas's work about how actors access and refer to the lifeworid in order to 

communicate/interact, but this is more fully fleshed out by Giddens. 

In the fifth section of this chapter, I begin to develop a conception of 

methodology for doing social research that is based on the phenomenological perspective. 

Schutz and Giddens are particularly helpful for this. Schutz gives a clear explanation of 

the task of the social researcher, and provides a method of modeling social actors that 

bears an uncanny resemblance to what is happening in The Sims game. Giddens 

(influenced by theorists such as Goffinan) also provides some pointers for social research 

that come to bear on my work, including the importance of analyzing everyday, ordinary 

behaviour by discursively describing it. Finally, I provide some preliminary reflections 

on how to use phenomenologically informed communication theory to study The Sims. 

I. Phenomenological Roots 
Before delving into ideas like the lifeworld and social actors, a brief explanation 

of Phenomenology is necessary. The phenomenological approach is distinguished mainly 

by its focus on how the world is constituted by andfor human subjects. Two of the core 

branches of philosophy are epistemology, which studies the nature of knowledge, and 

ontology, which studies the nature of being. Phenomenology says that we can only study 

those branches by asking the question of how human beings can access them in the first 

place. Phenomenology's answer is that we access knowledge and the world through our 

consciousness and through the experience of acting in the world. 

The phenomenological branch of philosophy was founded at the beginning of the 

century by Edmund Husserl .23 He critiqued the positivist approach of the natural 

sciences, arguing that instead of forming theories about the world, we must pay more 

attention to what we intuitively know about it. Thus, Phenomenology is more a practice 

of doing philosophy rather than a theory. We only can perceive the phenomena around us 

as they are manifested within our consciousness. However, it does not follow that all we 

"know" is simply a representation of a "real world" somewhere out there. Rather, it is an 

ongoing experience, this interaction with the world through our consciousness. Husserl 

23 Husserl was influenced in particular by the writings of Franz Brentano. 
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embarked on a grand idealist project of describing this experience, the essence of being, 

from the position of a transcendent ego (see Husserl, 1970). 

Husserl's grand project involved the bracketing out of the natural attitude, or 

everyday cultural and scientific notions that we take for granted. We should not reflect on 

the world, but rather accept it and describe it the way it is—which is the way in which we 

perceive it: 

In perception, for instance, a thing stands before our eyes as a matter of 
course. It is there, among other things, living or lifeless, animate or 
inanimate. It is, in short, within a world of which part is perceived, as are 
the individual things themselves, and of which part is contextually supplied 
by memory from whence it spreads out into the indeterminate and the 
unknown. (Husserl, 1964, p. 13) 

Accordingly, there is a level of experience that exists before it is expressed through 

phenomenological inquiry (which necessarily must take on the form of language). This 

insight led Husserl to conceptualize the lfeworld as "the world in which we are always 

already living and which furnishes the ground for all cognitive performance and all 

scientific determination" (Husserl, cited in Moran, 2000, p. 12). This concept of the 

lifeworld is important to mention because even though Husserl's idealist project came to 

be abandoned, his insights into the lifewórld remain relevant. Ultimately, of course, 

Husserl's grand idealist project of creating a scientific phenomenological description of 

the world failed, in large part because he was attempting to transcend the very 

background common sense that he had argued preinterprets the world for us. 

Students and other readers of Husserl appropriated and adapted his work, 

changing the very essence of Phenomenology throughout the course of the 20th century. 

Perhaps most importantly, his student Martin Heidegger radically reconceptualized 

Phenomenology to place more importance on the social aspects of our interaction with 

the world, which I will discuss shortly. It is the Heideggerian take on Phenomenology 

that threads its way through the work of Schutz (and Gadamer and Giddens).24 Other 

philosophers, such as Jean Paul Sartre and Maurice Merleau-Ponty, reinterpreted Husserl 

24 Heideggerian Phenomenology has also had a significant impact on the development of hermeneutics, and 
in turn, hermeneutics has affected Phenomenology. This is, of course, best exemplified in the work of 
Gadamer and Ricoeur. I only reference hermeneutics in this paper, however, insofar as it has forced 
Phenomenologists to admit their situatedness in space and time and their own inescapable preconceived 
constructs of language and culture. 
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by emphasizing the subjective nature of our interaction with the world, focusing 

primarily on the sense of self.25 

Heidegger focused instead on the ordinary, everyday nature of experience (see 

Heidegger, 1962). Heidegger's program was to uncover the hidden structure of how we 

act and achieve plans within the world. He rejected Husserl's transcendental idealism, 

instead concentrating on the situated (historical and practical) nature of experience. 

Humans are caught up in the ordinary, everyday nature of life, and cannot escape it— 

Heidegger termed this being-in-the-world. Where Husserl wanted to transcend the 

everyday world to assign meaning to it, Heidegger argued that meaning is revealed to us 

as we act, and is framed by our physical abilities and the history of social practice. 

Alfred Schutz's phenomenological theory follows in the tradition flowing from 

Husserl through Heidegger. While he is not considered to be among the most influential 

of the phenomenological thinkers, 26 I am focusing on him here because he provides a 

common root for the communicative theories of both Habermas and Giddens, particularly 

his work on intersubjectivUy. Schutz begins by assuming that being in the world is within 

a social framework that is founded on mutual understanding (Schutz, 1962, p. 10). Schutz 

argues that the social scientists' primary goal should be "to obtain organized knowledge 

of social reality," by which he means the "sum total of objects and occurrences within the 

social cultural world" experienced and intersubjectively shared by humans (p. 53). This 

program requires two concepts to be explored: the lfeworld that actors move and act 

within, and the actors themselves. Thus, in the next two sections, I explore the ideas of 

lifeworld and actors, with Schutz as a common starting point for their further 

development. First, though, I provide a very brief introduction to Habermas and Giddens. 

Habermas's work in critical social theory is far from over. He is a prolific writer 

and speaker, and is perhaps best known for his analysis of the public sphere in modern 

life. Communication, however, always stands at the base of his theory. Thomas 

McCarthy (1979) describes Habermas's research program as three-tiered: a ground level 

25 Interestingly, Habermas brings together the subjective and social veins of Phenomenology in his 
discussions, but I am going to focus on the social, as they fit better into the analysis of The Sims. For more 
on the subjectivist take on Phenomenology, see Sartre (1956) and Merleau-Ponty (1962). 
26 For instance, Gadamer and Arendt are two names more commonly associated with the Heideggerian 
branch of Phenomenology. 
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theory of communicative action; a middle level theory of socialization, or the acquisition 

of communicative competence; and a top level theory of social evolution, which is a 

reconstruction of historical materialism (p. xvii). Habermas is a critical theorist who is 

concerned with freeing life from unnecessary domination, and he sees the only way to 

this goal as being through communication (McCarthy, 1978, p. 273). 

Like Habermas, Giddens has a very broad, multi-layered research program. 

Giddens's theory of structuration covers everything from interpersonal communication to 

institutions. As with Habermas, however, I will be focusing only on the lower levels of 

Giddens's theory, which deal with what he terms the guiding thread of interaction—face-

to-face encounters (Giddens, 1984, p. 72).27 Two parts of his theory are helpful in 

completing the theoretical framework for studying The Sims: his conceptions of agency 

and of the reproduction/production of the lifeworld. Giddens's work is complementary to 

Habermas's because they have similar research programs, and they are both strongly 

influenced by the Phenomenology of Schutz. Where Habermas addresses mainly the what 

of communication, Giddens helps to explain the how. 

II. Lifeworid 
A key part of Schutz's phenomenological thinking is his conception of the 

lifeworid. As I mentioned, Schutz's project is to obtain organized knowledge of our 

social reality. Most importantly, the social world is intersubjective and meaningful. In 

regard to its meaningfulness, Schutz distinguishes social research from research in the 

natural sciences. The world of nature has no meaning to the molecules inside it, but the 

social world does have meaning for its participants. Social scientists cannot deal directly 

with the social world, but can only access it through pre-made constructs that are always 

mediated through communication (Schutz, 1962). Thus, the first task of social sciences is 

to explore the general principles by which humans organize and understand the social 

world. Schutz calls these general principles common-sense constructs. 

The lifeworld, in Schutz's description, is thus a social framework of common-

sense knowledge constructs. The common sense knowledge constructs that form the 

27 While Giddens argues that we need to pay special attention to face-to-face encounters, this does not mean 
that he is uninterested in textual encounters. Hermeneutics has strongly influenced Giddens as well. 
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lifeworld are socially derived, or transmitted, and they are socially distributed in what 

Schutz (1962) calls stocks of knowledge. The vast majority of a person's knowledge is 

passed down from other humans (parents, teachers, friends), although as that person goes 

through life, these stocks of knowledge become integrated with personal experience in a 

unique way. Every individual takes it for granted that other people (of a similar culture, 

language) will share many of the general stocks of knowledge: 

Knowledge is socially distributed.... But the stock of actual knowledge at 
hand differs from individual to individual, and common-sense thinking takes 
this fact into account. Not only what an individual knows differs from what 
his neighbor knows, but also how both know the 'same' facts. (Schutz, 
1962, p. 14) 

Every actor will bring different knowledge stocks to the task at hand, and these stocks 

help to form the horizon offamiliarity. Schutz uses the principle of relevance to explain 

how actors focus and select what parts of the stocks of knowledge require attention, and 

therefore where the horizons are, in the specific situation. In most interaction settings, the 

actors will already have expectations about what should occur, and the process of 

interaction is partly geared towards matching those expectations. When something 

unexpected happens, the actor focuses on the discrepancy and may or may not address it. 

For example, when a student enters a classroom for a regularly scheduled class, she 

expects to find other students, a professor, desks, a blackboard, etc. If there is a television 

at the front of the room, the student will note this, and perhaps ask her classmate, "Are 

we watching a documentary today?" In asking this question, the student is drawing on her 

stocks of knowledge regarding the use of a television and the classroom setting 

(documentary versus movie). If the student had walked into her living room, she would 

probably not have made note of the television, as it is always there and thus its presence 

is not relevant (until her and her sister begin fighting over which channel to watch, of 

course). 

One of the other keys to Schutz's conception of the lifeworid is the idea of 

intersubjective reciprocity—which essentially means that we take for granted that fellow 

human beings exist, and that if we were to switch places with another human being, we 

would find that we share many of the same general stocks of knowledge. While Schutz 

argues that common-sense knowledge forms an intersubjective matrix for all social 
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action, he does emphasize that individuals are located in a specific biographical situation, 

from which each person encounters and uses the common-sense knowledge. Until we are 

given reason to believe otherwise, we assume that humans with whom we are interacting 

have motivations that we would consider rational. We are able to deal with one another in 

the social world because of this intersubjective reciprocity; we (you and I) idealize that 

our standpoints are interchangeable, and that any differences in perspectives (caused by 

the different biographical situations, within a range of acceptable tolerance) are irrelevant 

to the task at hand, namely communicating (Schutz, 1962, p. 12). In other words, actors 

presume that if "I" and "You" switched places, my "Here" would become your "Here" 

and it would look (nearly) the same to "You" as it had to "Me." Humans impute a 

rational use of common-sense knowledge as well as rational motives to those with whom 

they are interacting (Schutz, 1962, p. 23). 

Schutz's work has been criticized on a number of grounds. For example, he does 

not explain how we get from our subjective worlds to the intersubjective world, and his 

work is seen by many to be overly simplistic. I am less concerned with Schutz's 

shortcomings, however, and more concerned with the effects that his thinking has had on 

further social theory. His conception of an intersubjective lifeworld comes through 

strongly in Habermas's writing. Habermas attempts to ground our interaction with the 

lifeworld (and with each other) in the medium of language by uncovering its universal 

nature, thereby taking Schutz's theory a step further. Habermas's ground level theory of 

communicative action is the most helpful, because he grounds Schutz's lifeworld of 

shared understanding in the structure and practice of communication. 

Picking up from Schutz, Habermas notes that the lifeworld is always in the 

background of social interaction; it is not something that can be defined by talking about 

it because it is non-transcendable.28 Here, it is helpful to refer to Gadamer's description 

of the lifeworld, as his debate with Habermas over the nature of the lifeworld more 

clearly shows the implications of what it means for a human to try to escape it. Gadamer 

(1985) describes the lifeworld as "the whole in which we live as historical creatures" (p. 

218) and comments: 

28 But Habermas rejects Schutz's radical social constructionist project of trying to describe the lifeworld. 
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Transcendental reflection, which is supposed to remove all the validity of 
the world and all the pre-givenness of anything else, must also regard itself 
as living in purposive determinations for which the life-world is the basis. 
Thus the constituting of the life-world (as of intersubjectivity) is a 
paradoxical task. (p. 219) 

Social actors cannot get behind it, and they cannot question or tamper with it (Habermas, 

1984b, 130-32) .29 Habermas is adamant that we cannot know about the lifeworld, but 

limited segments of the lifeworld are brought into situations, which have spaciotemporal 

and social horizons that can be talked about (Habermas, 1984b, p. 122). These situations 

are invariably communicative situations, where at least two social actors encounter each 

other. All communicative action is situated in a spaciotemporal and social location within 

the lifeworld. I come back to this in the section on communication/interaction. 

Like Schutz, Habermas also has to confront the problem of being a social 

researcher and trying to theorize about the lifeworld. If it is impossible to get behind the 

lifeworld, how to theorize about it? Habermas comes up with the everyday, or lay concept 

of the lifeworld, as opposed to the transcendental view of the lifeworld. The everyday 

conception of the lifeworld is more helpful, because it describes the lifeworld as it is 

accessible to actors through their experiences. Habermas argues that social researchers 

can use narration as a tool to draw up theories about the reproduction of the lifeworld. 

Again, this is something more suitably developed in the section on communication, but 

here it is helpful to say the following: 

Actors base their narrative presentations on a lay concept of the 'world,' in 
the sense of the everyday world or lifeworld, which defines the totality of 
states of affairs that can be reported in true stories.... The lay concept of the 
lifeworld refers to the totality of sociocultural facts and thus provides a 
jumping-off point for social theory. (Habermas, 1984b, p. 136) 

The lifeworid is thus a cognitive reference system that provides the tools with which we 

can interact with one another and reach some form of understanding. We provide clues 

about it while in the process of living and interacting within it. The easy part of social 

research is picking out specific situations and describing them; the hard part is theorizing 

29 Habermas is mainly concerned with exploring the lifeworld in order to examine its rationalization and 
thereby its contribution to his theory of social evolution, but I am not delving into this area of Habermas's 
theory. 
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about the lifeworld as a whole. To do this, Habermas turns to language—more 

specifically, to communicative action, which is performed using language. 

Habermas hints at how the lifeworld is produced and reproduced. For example, he 

writes: 

The lifeworld as a whole comes into view only when we, as it were, stand 
behind the back of the actor and view communicative action as an element 
of a circular process in which the actor no longer appears as the initiator but 
rather as the product of the traditions within which she is situated, of 
solidary groups to which she belongs, of socialization and learning 
processes to which she is subjected. Only after this initial objectivating step 
does the network of communicative actions constitute the medium through 
which the lifeworld reproduces itself. (Habermas, 1998, p. 246) 

This is an idea I wish to come back to later, after I have more properly explored the 

concepts of actors and communicative action. 30 Habermas does not manage, however, to 

formulate a more developed explanation of the actual reproduction of the lifeworid. The 

closest that Habermas comes to a theory of reproduction is when he says that 

communicative action is made possible by and makes possible the lifeworid. This concept 

is much more fully fleshed out by Giddens. Giddens's theory helps us to move back to 

the world of actual practice, because his focus is on the production and reproduction of 

the lifeworld, contemporary institutions, and social practices. 

In regard to the lifeworld, Giddens maintains a very anti-functionalist and anti-

structuralist view. He rejects the idea that knowledge and the resources to use knowledge 

exist in some sort of a code. Instead, he talks about structural properties, which only 

exist insofar as they are retained and reproduced by agents involved in social interaction. 

The concept of the duality of structure is central here, which holds that the very rules and 

resources that actors draw on while producing/reproducing the lifeworld and the social 

world are the means of that reproduction. Action and structure cannot exist one without 

the other: 

Human social activities, like some self-reproducing items in nature, are 
recursive. That is to say, they are not brought into being by social actors but 
continually recreated by them via the very means whereby they express 

30 This quotation provides a very good explanation of what it is I wish to do by examining The Sims and 
how players interact with the game, which is why I wish to raise it here. 
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themselves as actors. In and through their activities agents reproduce the 
conditions that make those activities possible. (Giddens, 1984, p. 2). 

Acting itself creates the conditions for further action. Structure does not exist by itself, 

but in how it is practiced within social systems that are situated in the activities of human 

agents in space and time. I will return to this concept in the section on 

communication/interaction. 

The concept of the lifeworid in Giddens's work, therefore, is not extensively 

discussed as such. He is much more interested in how social actors and the social world 

(institutions, practices, etc.) reciprocally constitute each other. Here, his conception of 

practical consciousness is key. Practical consciousness is where most of the awareness of 

the reproduction of the lifeworid takes place. However, it is much more practical to 

discuss this concept in the following section, where I can more properly relate it to 

Giddens's theories about actors, agency, and action. 

M. Actors 
As has likely become clear, it is impossible to understand the concept of the 

lifeworid, and to address theories of communication, without a discussion of social 

actors. Again, I begin with Schutz, whose conceptions of actors clearly illustrate the 

phenomenological perspective that I wish to emphasize. One of Schutz's key points is his 

idea of intersubjective reciprocity, which I touched on above. He also roughly sketches 

out a phenomenological conception of actor and action. Habermas, unfortunately, does 

not significantly elaborate on his ideas about social actors, except in direct relation (and 

arguably subordination) to his theory of communicative action, so I only briefly comment 

on Habermas's take on actors. Here, Giddens is much more helpful, for one of the most 

important aspects of Giddens's social theory is his conception of the knowledgeable 

human agent. 

Schutz emphasizes that we live in a world composed of intersubjective common-

sense knowledge constructs (for by definition they are not commonsensical if they do not 

make sense to our contemporaries), but we access that commonsensical world from the 

unique perspective of our own biographical situation. Phenomenologically, we cannot 

avoid the subjective point of view, as Schutz writes: "I, the human being, born into the 

social world, and living my daily life in it, experience it as built around my place in it, as 
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open to my interpretation and action, but always referring to my actual biographically 

determined situation" (Schutz, 1962, p. 15). We understand that others, with whom we 

are interacting, also access the world from their unique biographical situation. Thus, we 

try to imagine how the other sees the world by placing ourselves in their shoes, by 

constructing in our own minds our idea of their typical behavior, motives, and attitudes, 

based on whatever we have observed of them (or others similar to them) in the past. 

Similarly, individuals construct images of themselves, particularly when they are 

caught up in performing acts while engaged in interaction with others. Schutz argues that 

actors have unique access to their subjective worlds, so only the actor herself knows 

when an action begins and when it ends. Action is conduct that is based upon a 

preconceived project of the actor, while an act is the outcome of the ongoing process of 

action (Schutz, 1962, pp. 20-21). According to Schutz, thinking about an action is the 

actual beginning of action; actors base their projects on the knowledge they have of the 

past and present, as well as a projection of themselves into the future. Schutz calls this 

projection phantasying, where the actor puts herself in the future, at the conclusion of the 

possible action, and imagines what, steps are needed to reach that point. The meaning of 

the action is whatever meaning the actor herself ascribes to it; the actor has unique access 

to her own motives, and only the actor knows whether or not the action matches her plan 

for it. One of the missing elements of Schutz's conception, however, is that actors are not 

always (if ever) aware of all the reasons/conditions of their actions. Neither do they have 

a complete understanding of their own motives. Giddens goes into much more detail in 

looking at the concept of actors and action, and elaborates on the idea of unacknowledged 

conditions of action, but before I move on to him, I will briefly note what Habermas has 

to say. 

Habermas does not enter into an in-depth analysis of actors as such, but does offer 

tantalizing clues about where he sees them fitting into his social theory. For Habermas, 

action is always oriented to a particular human knowledge interest: technical, practical, 

and emancipatory (see Habermas, 1971 for a discussion of these interests). The type that 

he turns his attention to in his Theory of Communicative Action is communicative action 
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oriented to understanding (Habermas, 1984b).31 Habermas puts more emphasis on the 

intersubjective than the subjective nature of action. While actors must have cohesive 

conceptions of themselves when they enter into interaction situations, they only are able 

to develop those cohesive stories through their relationships with the lifeworid and with 

others. Habermas writes of persons: 

They have to objectivate their belonging to the lifeworid to which, in their 
actual roles as participants in communication, they do belong. For they can 
develop personal identities only if they recognize that the sequences of their 
own actions form narratively presentable life histories; they can develop 
social identities only if they recognize that they maintain their membership 
in social groups by way of participating in interactions, and thus that they 
are caught up in the narratively presentable histories of collectivities. 
(Habermas, 1984b, p. 136) 

In a way, this is similar to Schutz's conception of actors, in that they must be able to 

construct an image of themselves. By adding the idea of narrative, Habermas helps to 

clarify how actors can abstractly conceive of themselves in order to engage in interaction 

with others. Giddens is much more helpful, though, for understanding actors, agency, and 

action. 

Giddens (1984) defines agency as having the capability to act (or not act), to 

make a difference, and an actor is thus a human subject with agency located in time and 

space. Having the capability to act does not necessarily mean that the actor needs to have 

the intention to act in a certain way; capability by definition means agency, and agency 

by definition means doing, performing effects (or not, as failing to act can cause effects 

just as easily). Agency means having the power to make a difference. Action is a 

continuous flow, occurring in a given space and time, which is the "underfolding of the 

routines which constitute day-to-day life" (Giddens, 1986, p. 531). 

Action is always reflexively monitored by the actors. They monitor not only 

others' actions, but also their own. In order to understand what Giddens means by 

reflexive monitoring, it is necessary to look at what he says about consciousness. Each 

agent has three levels of consciousness: discursive consciousness, practical 

consciousness, and unconsciousness. At the level of discursive consciousness, agents can 

31 This is not to say that Habermas does not discuss actors as such. For example, he provides an analysis of 

Talcott Parsons's model of action (Habermas, 1984b). 
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talk about their knowledge, sense of being, and patterns of action. Practical 

consciousness consists of the know-how that allows agents to function in the world 

(Giddens, 1984, pp. 4-7). Interaction is not just based on the use of language; it also 

involves the body. Drawing on Garfinkle, Giddens uses the term knowledge of how to go 

on, referring to how agents master how to act in the many different contexts and 

situations in which they find themselves (Giddens, 1984, p. 43). It is also through 

practical consciousness that agents monitor the flow of ongoing action—by reading body 

language, listening to the nuances of the vocal tone, making eye contact, responding to 

the specifics of the situation. There is a permeable boundary between discursive and 

practical consciousness—meaning that actors have the ability to dip into their practical 

consciousness in order to explain certain actions, but they normally do not need to. 

Indeed, Giddens defines competency in social interaction as an actor's having the ability 

to discursively and rationally explain her actions, even if the majority of the time it is not 

actually necessary. 

Giddens emphasizes the practices, rules, and resources that agents draw upon 

without necessarily being able to verbalize them. He writes, "Many of the most subtle 

and dazzingly intricate forms of knowledge embedded in, or constitutive of, the actions 

we carry out are done in and through the practices which we enact" (Giddens, 1986, p. 

536). These subtle forms of knowledge include body language, for example. Non-verbal, 

body-based competence in social action is an important part of practical consciousness 

that makes communication possible in the first place. Through adhering to the routine of 

everyday existence, social actors maintain it (Giddens, 1984). The knowledge connected 

to maintaining the ordinary flow of day-to-day activity is extraordinarily complex, often 

unarticulated, and most importantly often ignored by social theorists. 

Thus, as Giddens points out, all human agents are social practitioners as well as 

social theorists in their own right. In order to interact, they must maintain a theoretical 

understanding of what they are doing, even if that theoretical understanding remains at 

the level of practical consciousness and is not articulated.32 This theoretical 

32 One theorist who has attempted to take into account how social actors conceive of each other and how 
that affects the ongoing flow of interaction is Klaus Krippendorff (1994). He describes communication as a 
reflexive loop, where each participant in the interaction maintains an ongoing/changing model of the 
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understanding is also often bound up with the social actor's conception of self—and 

Giddens differentiates self-identity from being an actor. Self-identity is "the self as 

reflexively understood by the person in terms of her or his biography" (Giddens, 1991, p. 

53). Inherently, self-identity has a narrative structure; it involves the construction of the 

life-story by the self, for the self. This process involves creating a self-reflexive, abstract 

version of the self. In a way, this is reminiscent of Schutz's ideas about phantasying. 

Social actors maintain an ongoing, theoretical understanding of themselves that allows 

them to preserve their place in the ongoing practice and negotiation of everyday 

interaction. 

Actors are thus both products of the traditions and socialization they have been 

exposed to (in that they invariably must form their self-narratives using the linguistic and 

cultural constructs within which they find themselves) and initiators of action (in that 

those constructs only exist insofar as they are used by the actors). In Habermas's words: 

Once again, society and the individual constitute one another reciprocally. 
Every process of social integration of action contexts is simultaneously a 
process of socialization for subjects capable of speech and action who are 
formed in this process and who for their part in equal measure renew and 
stabilize society as the totality of legitimately ordered interpersonal 
relationships. (Habermas, 1998, p. 252, emphasis in original) 

While Giddens uses a different vocabulary, his meaning is the same: 

Human social activities, like some self-reproducing items in nature, are 
recursive. That is to say, they are not brought into being by social actors but 
continually recreated by them via the very means whereby they express 
themselves as actors. In and through their activities agents reproduce the 
conditions that make these activities possible. (Giddens, 1984, p. 2, 
emphasis in original). 

Structure (or the lifeworld) only exists when actors are incorporating it in the course of 

action. Even though I have separated their analysis into two sections here, actors and the 

lifeworld really cannot be separated. They come together, of course, through interaction. 

interaction in her mind, which includes a construction of herself, her own idea of what communication is, 
the other, and her idea of what the other's idea of communication is. This active modeling means that the 
actors maintain an ongoing understanding of their actions. While one actor can never know what another is 
thinking, that actor does know her own model of what the other is thinking. I am also referring here in a 
vague way to Giddens's double hermeneutic, on which I elaborate further in Section V (The Social 
Researcher). 
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IV. Communication/Interaction 
It has been impossible up to this point to avoid referring to the terms 

communication and interaction because they are the means by which actors access and 

maintain the lzfeworld. Almost all theories of communication are caught up with 

uncovering meaning, and theorists have taken different approaches to this, each focused 

on one or more of the different elements of communication that have come to be 

recognized: content, intention, media, comprehension, shared background of 

understanding, and mutual monitoring of interaction. Analysis of content (structuralist 

linguistics or semantics) sees meaning as arising from the words used within sentences. 

Studies of intentionality see meaning as arising from the mind of the speaker. Studies 

about the medium of communication see meaning wrapped up in the vehicle of the 

transmission. Studies in comprehension (audience reception theory) see meaning as 

arising in the mind of the listener. Studies of the shared background of understanding 

(Phenomenology) see meaning as buried within knowledge constructs that we cannot 

necessarily discursively describe. And studies of the mutual monitoring of interaction 

(for example, ethnomethodology) see meaning as caught up in the ongoing flow of 

action. 

None of these theories or starting points is sufficient in its own right. Not 

surprisingly, some theorists have attempted to draw different theories together to create 

more comprehensive theories of interaction. Habermas and Giddens are two social 

theorists who have attempted the most synthesis in this area.33 They both take an 

interdisciplinary approach to reconstruct the foundations of social theory and they both 

focus on communication-related issues in those reconstructions (see Habermas, 1984; 

Giddens, 1984). In this section, I attempt to use their theories to complement one another. 

Habermas's theory of communicative action ties speech acts theory (which itself ties 

semantics to intentionality) to a phenomenological analysis of the background of 

meaning. Giddens's theory of structuration and other work focuses on the mutual 

monitoring of interaction, drawing in work by others such as Gofthian. 

33 The third big-name second-order theory is systems theory, as mainly shown in the work of Nikias 
Luhmann. It is too much for me to attempt to tie together three second-order theories in a Master's thesis, 
although I believe that a strong argument could be made for the applicability of systems theory to The Sims. 
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The assumption that grounds all of Habermas's theory is that the inherent telos of 

human speech is reaching understanding (Habermas, 1984a, p. 287). He argues that 

action oriented to reaching understanding is the main form of social action, from which 

other forms (such as competition or strategic action) are derived. While he is perhaps best 

known for his analysis of the public sphere in modern life,34 communication always 

stands at the base of his theory. In a manner reminiscent of Schutz, Habermas tries to 

determine the intuitive consciousness of rules that underlies our use of language. He 

believes that our linguistic abilities are not specific to certain cultures or groups, but that 

there are species competences involved with exchanging utterances. Further, those 

structures and abilities can be rationally reconstructed and expressed as "universal 

pragmatics" (Habermas, 1979). Habermas specifically and narrowly defines 

communicative action as speech acts that are oriented to reaching understanding.35 

Before I further discuss Habermas, it is necessary to explain his appropriation of speech 

acts theory. 

Speech acts theory is generally traced back to John Austin (1962), who asserts 

that words do things, not just represent things. 36 Austin asserts that speech acts consist of 

three components: locutionary acts (expressing a state of affairs, saying something), 

illocutionary acts (performing an action), and perlocutionaiy acts (producing an effect on 

the listener). Following Austin, John Searle (1969) takes up speech acts theory and adds 

to it an emphasis on the intention of the speaker, which Austin generally neglected in 

favor of seeing speech acts more as convention. Searle searches for rules to make 

connections between "the notion of speech, acts, what the speaker means, what the 

34 In regard to the public sphere (the sphere of private people who join together to form a public) , Habermas 
(199 1) argues that the fully developed public sphere (characterized by rational-critical debate) came into 
existence in Britain and Europe in the eighteenth and nineteenth century. However, the public sphere has 
been eroded due to the influence of mass media and other power interests, which manipulate and control 
public opinion. 
35 For example, in addition to communicative action, Habermas identifies strategic action, both concealed 
(in the form of unconscious, systematically distorted communication, and conscious manipulation) and 
open (Habermas, 1984a). Where communicative action is oriented to reaching understanding, strategic 
action is oriented to achieving success. 
36 One of Austin's influences was Wittgenstein, whose work in language games might seem appropriate to 
a paper on communication in a computer game. Wittgenstein (1958) sees language as being like a 
repertoire of games that share certain family resemblances and allow participants to negotiate their action. 
However, I prefer Habermas's conception of the interplay of communication, so am not going into detail on 
Wittgenstein in the body of this paper. 
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sentence (or other linguistic element) uttered means, what the speaker intends, what the 

hearer understands, and what the rules governing the linguistic elements are" (p. 21). 

Both Austin and Searle have a go at creating typologies of speech acts, but Habermas is 

not satisfied with either of their works, and so pursues a typology and anlaysis of his 

own. 

In his first formulation of universal pragmatics, Habermas (1979) identifies four 

validity claims that must be raised and redeemed (in regard to one of four "worlds") in 

every speech act: (linguistic) comprehensibility, (objective) truth, (subjective) 

truthfulness, and (normative) rightness. A sentence is comprehensible if it is 

grammatically correct. Truth relates to the propositional content of a sentence, vis-à-vis 

what can be considered as factual truth. Truthfulness relates to the speaker's sincerity. 

And rightness relates to the recognized normative background of the speaker and hearer. 

It is not possible for a hearer to know absolutely whether a speaker is speaking truth, 

being truthful, or adhering to normative rightness; nevertheless, people interact and 

achieve understanding. This is possible, says Habermas, because of the rational structure 

of language and our ability to intuitively know and rationally use it. This ability does not 

arise from an innate, built-in program for interpreting linguistic rules (as Chomsky would 

argue), but rather from the act of engaging in communication with others (Habermas, 

1970). 

In his two-volume work The Theory of Communicative Action, Habermas (1984a; 

1984b) reformulates his reconstruction of language-use. Where .there are four realities in 

his earlier formulation, he now sees three—objective, subjective, and social—with 

language mediating among them and helping us negotiate the depths of the lifeworld 

(Habermas, 1984a, p. 95). Every communicative action uses language to raise validity 

claims in regard to the three "worlds," and a communicative action is successful when the 

hearer understands it. The speaker uses language in order to reach understanding with the 

hearer about something and make herselfunderstandable (Habermas, 1984a, p. 307). The 

three italicized words emphasize the three "worlds" in which the validity claims must be 

raised and met: normative (with), objective (about something), and subjective (herself). 

While many speech acts are oriented primarily to one of these "worlds," each speech act 



53 

is implicitly related to all three. In order to look at the validity claims more closely, 

Habermas uses and somewhat revises Searle's idealized cases of speech acts: (a) 

constative speech acts use assertive statements and are oriented primarily towards the 

objective world; (b) expressive speech acts use first-person experiential statements and 

are oriented primarily towards the subjective world; (c) regulative speech acts use 

imperative-like statements and are oriented primarily towards the normative world. Each 

idealized type of speech act is also oriented primarily to satisfying one validity claim: 

truth (objective), truthfulness (subjective), and rightness (normative). 

In the course of everyday interaction, the speaker and hearer usually negotiate 

their communication on these three levels without consciously thinking about it—unless 

one of the validity claims is contested by challenging the truth of the propositional 

statement, truthfulness of the speaker, or normative rightness of the statement. Of course, 

some classes of speech acts require the validity claims to be stated directly; for example, 

promises are always stated as such (making the link to the subjective world explicit, "I 

promise I'll be there"). Understanding depends on both speaker and hearer (but 

particularly the hearer) understanding what makes the speech act acceptable, or if it is 

contested, under what conditions it would be acceptable. In other words, the speaker and 

hearer come to an agreement. Habermas argues strongly that there is an internal 

connection between the validity of a speech act (on all three levels), the claims that the 

conditions for validity are met, and the redemption of the claims; the conditions for the 

redemption of a validity claim are inseparable from its validity (Habermas, 1984a, p. 

316). It is not enough to perform a semantic/linguistic analysis of the sentence; we must 

also seek to understand how the speaker and hearer intersubjectively negotiate the 

meaning of the interaction. 

Habermas emphasizes the intersubjective nature of universal pragmatics and 

understanding. In order for communicative action to take place, there must be a speaker 

and a hearer. Speech and understanding are two terms that in Habermas's mind are 

inextricably linked. Together, the speaker and hearer negotiate and reach understanding 

by referring to the three "worlds." As well, participants can only define their 

communicative situation intersubjectively; they must have a common definition of what 
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the objective, subjective, and social worlds are like in order to make claims about them. 

The tool that helps participants in communication to do this is the lifeworld. And by 

participating in communicative action in situated interaction, actors help to reproduce the 

lifeworld. 37 

One last concept of Habermas's is important to expand upon, as I mentioned in 

Section II, and that is the situation. All communicative action is situated in a 

spaciotemporal and social locationfloating atop (but also within) lifeworid. The lifeworid 

forms the actual context of interaction (in that the situationfloats atop it); both 

participants in communication draw upon their mutual knowledge of the lifeworld or 

stocks of knowledge, which are always shifting depending on what is being talked about 

in interaction, which invariably takes on a sequential form. The situation defines the 

context within which communication can take place, and all the participants in an 

interaction need to have a common definition of the situation in order to reach an 

understanding about it. The boundaries of the situation are always shifting, always in 

negotiation. The nature of the act of communication, however, also means that the 

participants thematize certain parts of the lifeworld, and when they do this, the situation 

takes its place within the lifeworld. The parts of the lifeworld that are not part of the 

situation are trivial, solid, always in the background, but once a segment of the lifeworld 

is part of the situation, it is utterly important and only then is it definable/thematizable. 

The major drawback of Habermas is that, while he provides many of the tools for 

analyzing communication, he gives little indication to how they should be put to use. 

Before I move on to Giddens here, it is helpful to look at Erving Goffinan's work, for he 

has made a point of studying actual interaction. Goffman has also affected how Giddens 

views social interaction. Gofthian's work is concerned with the routines of everyday life. 

He writes, "we need to identify the countless patterns and natural sequences of behavior 

occurring whenever persons come into one another's immediate presence. And we need 

to see these events as subject matter in their own rights" (Goffiuian, 1963, p. 3). Goffman 

focuses on how participants in interaction reciprocally define and calculate their actions. 

37 It is important to note here an addition to Habermas's conception of social actors, which I did not clarify 
in Section III because I had not introduced the terminology yet. The actor simultaneously takes up a 
relationship to the subjective (I), normative (we), and objective (it) worlds. 
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People play parts that are pre-established patterns of action, and they fill roles made up of 

those parts (Goffman, 1959, pp. 15-16). Goffman repeatedly uses theatrical analogies to 

make his point that actors engaged in interaction are always filling roles, presenting 

themselves to an audience. By doing this, they are participating in the act of social 

reproduction. 

As I have mentioned previously, Giddens is primarily interested in social 

reproduction, as structures are constituted and reconstituted through the ongoing 

interaction of knowledgeable human agents. Studying temporally and spatially situated 

conversation is key to understanding social life; studying texts and other forms of 

communication is important, but interactive processes in situations of co-presence are 

what Giddens terms the reference case (Giddens, 1984; 1986). Following Goffiuian, 

Giddens notes the routines of everyday life, and argues that studying social actors 

engaged in those day-to-day routines is the best way to try to uncover how meaning is 

constructed, by being constantly negotiated in the now of sequential interaction in 

situations of co-presence. Where Habermas talks about situations, Giddens (1984) adopts 

Gofthian's conception of theframing of encounters, with frames being the clusters of 

rules (and social roles) that help to define the situation: "Framing as constitutive of, and 

constricted by, encounters 'makes sense' of the activities in which participants engage, 

both for themselves and for others" (p. 87). Frames are part of the context of 

communication that is just as important for analysis as what is actually said or done. The 

context also includes the temporal and spatial location, the positioning of the actors, and 

the reflexive awareness and incorporation of this data by the actor caught up in the flow 

of interaction. 

Thus, the main contribution that Giddens makes, here in regard to the concept of 

interaction and the work of Habermas, is in fleshing out the entire interaction process. 

Communication/interaction is not just linguistic; it is grounded in practical consciousness 

and our mastery of such things as body language—through both performing and 

interpreting it. His concept of the duality, ofstructure, which I introduced in the section 

on the lifeworld, is also key to understanding interaction. It is only through interaction 

that human actors produce and reproduce the structural properties that make interaction 
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possible. It is impossible to describe the structures of communication without actually 

communicating. The next logical question, then, is how to study that recursive 

construction/coordination of communication. Not surprisingly, I am going to emphasize 

that we must analyze the lifeworld, actors, and their practices through the use of dynamic 

models. 

V. The Social Researcher 
Pursuing phenomenologically informed research is not a straightforward task. 

Some might argue that it is by definition impossible to phenomenologically study others, 

because the researcher cannot know how the world is presented to the others through 

their consciousness and experience. But this argument is patently wrong-minded, for the 

social researcher herself is yet another social actor perceiving the world and writing about 

it. Schutz, for example, provides a fairly straightforward account of how to pursue social 

research. While he is straightforward, however, Schutz only gives a very bare skeleton-

like description of methodology that is oddly positivistic (because of his desire for his 

work to appear scientific). Thus, ?after describing some of Schutz's ideas about scientific 

social research, I also draw upon Giddens in order to improve our sensitivity to the nature 

of social research. 

According to Schutz, the social scientist's job is to construct models of rational 

action, as well as uncover the common-sense knowledge constructs that would underlie 

the models. Where the social actor draws upon common-sense knowledge constructs of 

the social world, the social researcher draws upon knowledge constructs of the scientific 

world. The social scientist constructs typical course-of-action patterns and coordinates 

these with a model of a social actor. It is worth quoting Schutz at length here because his 

description is echoed in the following chapter when I describe the design of The Sims. 

Schutz writes: 

Yet these models of actors are not human beings living within their 
biographical situation in the social world of everyday life. Strictly speaking, 
they do not have any biography or any history, and the situation into which 
they are placed is not a situation defined by them but defined by their 
creator, the social scientist. He has created these puppets or homunculi to 
manipulate them for his purpose. A merely specious consciousness is 
imputed to them by the scientist, which is constructed in such a way that its 
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presupposed stock of knowledge at hand (including the ascribed set of 
invariant motives) would make actions originating from it subjectively 
understandable, provided that these actions were performed by real actors 
within the social world. But the puppet and his artificial consciousness is not 
subjected to the ontological conditions of human beings. The homunculus 
was not born, he does not grow up, and he will not die. He has no hopes and 
no fears; he does not know anxiety as the chief motive of all his deeds..... 
He cannot choose, except among the alternatives the social scientist has put 
before him as standing to his choice. Whereas man. . . enters any social 
relationship merely with a part of his self and is, at the same time, always 
within and outside of such a relationship, the homunculus, placed into a 
social relationship is involved therein in his totality. He is nothing else but 
the originator of his typical function because the artificial consciousness 
imputed to him contains merely those elements which are necessary to make 
such functions subjectively meaningful. (Schutz, 1962, p. 41) 

Schutz continues by saying the social scientist should interrelate the model (or 

homunculus, or puppet) with other similar homunculi, distribute sets of motives, goals, 

and roles among the homunculi, and imagine their interactions in various settings. It is 

the social scientist "who sets the stage, who distributes the roles, who gives the cues, who 

defines when an ' action' starts and when it ends and who determines, thus, the 'span of 

projects' involved" (p. 42). This allows the social researcher to undertake specific 

projects inquiring into the aspects of daily life, action, and motivation. 

Three postulates are necessary to fill in order for these models to objectively deal 

with subjective human action, according to Schutz. First, they must be logical and 

objectively valid, because they must supersede the common-sense knowledge constructs 

upon which they are built. Second, they must contain typical content that can 

understandably explain the action, meaning that the observed facts could conceivably be 

explained by a social actor undertaking them. Third, the same act performed in the real 

world would have to be understandable to the actor herself and to those with whom she 

would be interacting (Schutz, 1962, pp. 43-44). 

Schutz wants social researchers to be scientific, but he is very much aware that 

social researchers themselves are social actors caught up in a stream of action. They must 

shift their perspective in order to put somebody other than themselves at the center of 

their attention—namely, the observed person or puppet (Schutz, 1943, p. 143). Schutz 

argues that the researcher has to strip the observed persons of their agency, because 
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really, all that matters is the agency the social researcher attributes to them. Even actors 

engaged in interaction with others only have access to their own idea of what is going on, 

including their imagination of what the other is thinking. The question the social 

researcher must ask is, "what type of individual mind can be constructed and what typical 

thoughts must be attributed to it to explain the fact in question as the result of its activity 

within an understandable relation" (Schutz, 1943, p. 147). In answer to the question of 

what good these models are if we want to study "reality" and "real" action, Schutz 

responds that he does not know what reality is. He argues that the "reality" experienced 

by a social researcher attempting to research social actors is just as real as the reality of 

ongoing daily activity. 

Social research should be understood as different from research in the natural 

sciences because the social researcher is dealing with subjects, not objects. These 

subjects, or social actors, already have thought about their social world, and they move 

within it using common-sense knowledge that cannot be fully described using language. 

Thus, social researchers are working with constructs of the constructs when they try to 

observe and explain behavior. 38 These second-degree constructs are valid to work with, in 

Schutz's view, because the social researcher designs them in the form of verifiable 

hypotheses, which can be tested through modeling (Schutz, 1962, p. 63). In this respect, 

Schutz's methodology is only helpful to me insofar as describing the make-up of The 

Sims, which I do in the following chapter. Because I am also studying the interaction of 

players with the game, however, a step further than Schutz is required. Giddens's work 

(particularly in how he incorporates Goffman) is much more helpful for studying the flow 

of interaction and how humans construct others in interaction. 

Giddens also uses the notion of second order concepts (based on the first-order 

concepts of knowledge human actors), and so he has crafted the term double 

hermeneutic. By studying communication (or any other social phenomena), we are 

studying something that has already been constituted as meaningful. The dissemination of 

social research results in a double process oftranslation: 

38 This, of course, foreshadows Giddens's double hermeneutic. 
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Sociological descriptions have the task of mediating the frames of meaning 
within which actors orient their conduct. But such descriptions are 
interpretative categories which also demand an effort of translation in and 
out of the frames of meaning involved in sociological theories. (Giddens, 
1984, P. 284) 

Humans reflexively incorporate social theories back into their actions, so not only do 

researchers have to be cognizant of their own preconceptions (based on their language 

and culture), but also of the preconceptions (based on their language and culture as well 

as what they believe about themselves based on theories that have crept back into the 

very society from which they sprang) of the actors being studied. Humans already 

attribute meaning to what they are doing, and the social researcher can only gain access 

to that meaning by discursively communicating (about communication) with the actor, or 

by observing actors in the process of negotiating meaning during communication (and 

then communicating about it). 

I have already touched upon how Goffman and Giddens both emphasize the 

importance of studying the routines and structures of day-to-day life, as humans act 

within it along temporal and spatial lines. Thus, I will not repeat what I have already said, 

only draw attention back to the contributions that Giddens (1984) makes towards 

conceptualizing the how of communication and of research: 

Analysing the structuration of social systems means studying the modes in 
which such systems, grounded in the knowledgeable activities of situated 
actors who draw upon rules and resources in the diversity of action contexts, 
are produced and reproduced in interaction. (p. 25) 

Giddens identifies four research frames that any social researcher must bear in mind. 

First, of course, the researcher must be aware of the hermeneutic aspects of research, of 

trying to match the researcher's frames of meaning with the frames of meaning of those 

whom they are researching. Second, the discursive description of the normally unspoken 

parts of practical consciousness is necessary. Third, the knowledgeability of agents shifts 

according to their spaciotemporal location, and the researcher must identify the 

boundaries of that knowledgeability. Fourth, the relationship of the actor to the societal 

institutions—particularly their integration—must be studied. And with all these frames in 

mind, the researcher must also be aware of how her theorizing can be reciprocally 

integrated by the very actors she is studying.. 
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VI. Preliminary reflections on The Sims 
In the following chapter, I attempt to familiarize the reader with The Sims game. 

Of course, the best way to do this would be to have the reader play the game him/herself 

for days on end, but here, I must stick to a discursive description. Before I move on to 

focusing on the game, however, I wish to emphasize the points from this theoretical 

framework that I want the reader to keep in mind while reading Chapters 4 & 5—because 

in Chapter 6, I will attempt to map the game onto the theoretical structure of 

communication/interaction that I have so far laid out. 

The structure of the following chapter in some ways mirrors the structure of this 

one. I move from the game environment to the game characters to the player, which 

matches my movement in this chapter from the lifeworld to actors to interaction, but not 

in the same way that one might first think. At no point do I want the reader to imagine the 

Sims characters as actors in their own right. Rather, they help to fill the time/space 

models of the lifeworld constructed within the game. All of the points that I have made 

about actors in this chapter—from their ability to subjectively construct themselves and 

the other, to their penchant for creating narratives, to their reflexive monitoring of 

action—apply to the players of The Sims, but not the Sims characters. All of the points 

that I have made about communication/interaction—from the need to reach 

understanding, to the negotiation of situations, to the patterns/routines of daily life, to the 

negotiation of meaning—apply to the interaction between the player and the game, but 

not the interaction between the Sim characters. 

Not only do I attempt to construct the player as a social actor, but also as a social 

observer or researcher. In relation to The Sims, the player is like the outside observer, 

who has the ability to take on a god-like role in relation to her subjects. Studying the 

interaction between the player and the game allows us to gain insight into the 

construction of social (in particular, communications) theory. Of course, I cannot go into 

detail on these claims until I have set up The Sims. 
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CHAPTER 4: THE SIMS 

Since its release in 2000, The Sims has become the best-selling computer game of 

all time. Over 8 million copies of the original Sims game have been sold, and when the 

six expansion packs are taken into account, the total climbs to over 20 million units 

(Grossman, 2002). Unlike the vast majority of other games, The Sims is bought and 

played by a nearly equal number of men and women, and players range in age from 

grade-schoolers to grandparents. 39 The success of The Sims is undeniable, and one of the 

things that contributes to its success is its ability to model human interaction. In order to 

understand how the game does this, it is necessary to closely examine the game itself 

before delving into how players react to it. 

In this chapter, therefore, I focus on three aspects of the game in order to 

familiarize the reader with The Sims as well as to develop a framework for examining the 

credibility of its communication. Throughout this chapter, I draw on three sources of 

information: the game itself,4° secondary sources (previews, reviews, and interviews with 

the creators), and a telephone interview that I conducted with the creator and main 

designer of The Sims, Will Wright (see Appendix A: Interview with Will Wright, January 

27, 2003). The three aspects on which I focus are the game environment, game 

characters, and game play. 

First, the construction of the space and time within The Sims is very important for 

understanding how the game is played. What does The Sims look like to the player? What 

ideas did the designers have in mind when they created it? Second, the characters (Sims) 

that populate the game environment are its center point, and this paper is concerned 

specifically with their limited autonomy, which is based on their personalities and needs. 

The interactions among the Sims, and between the Sims and their environment, are what 

39 According to Newsweek (Croal, 2002), 45 per cent of Sims players are women, but designer Will Wright 
says the number is over 50 per cent (Jan. 27, 2003). In a February, 2003 press release, Sims producers claim 
the number of female players is approximately 60 per cent (Sims celebrates, 2003). In other words, there 
are no definite stats on Sims player demographics, but it appears that the percentage of female players has 
been increasing. 
40 am using my own copy of the game as a reference: the original Sims and two of the six expansion 
packs, Livin ' Large and Hot Date. House Party does not significantly change the play of the game, besides 
making large parties possible. Vacation and Unleashed do add significant interactions and space to the 
game, but I will not be referencing these because (a) I do not have them installed on my computer and (b) 
most of the players I interviewed did not have them either. Superstar was released in late May, 2003, 50 I 
did not get a chance to see it before submitting this thesis. 
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create the communication within the game. Third, The Sims enables player collaboration 

and creativity like no other computer game, while at the same time it forces players to 

rely heavily on their imaginations. Not only does The Sims model communication, but it 

also, perhaps more importantly, compels players to create a fairly elaborate model of 

communication in their own minds. 

I. The Game Environment 
In this section, I first describe what The Sims on the computer screen looks and 

sounds like, and how the player interfaces with the game. There are a number of screen 

environments in which the player can play: the initial neighborhood screen which shows 

the exteriors of the houses; the create a family screen where the player creates the Sim 

families; and the house screen, which shows the particular house that is being played 

with. The three recent expansion packs add different scenes, including a downtown (Hot 

Date), vacation (Vacation), and larger neighborhood (Unleashed) screen. 41 

However, in this section, I am going to focus on only two of the screen 

environments: the neighborhood and house screens. The create a family screen fits better 

into the second section of this chapter, where I discuss the Sim character make-up. The 

three expansion pack screens do add considerable space and playing options to the game, 

but the vast majority of the playing time that I observed with Sims players was spent in 

the house screen, so for the sake of time and space I will not discuss the expansion pack 

screens. This section is meant to familiarize the reader with the basics of playing The 

Sims; I quickly give a general description of the game, and in Sections II and III pick up 

the significant issues, such as the nuances of Sim interaction and the player interface. 

A. The Game Screens 
After The Sims loads, the player sees a neighborhood often lots, which can all be 

built upon (see Figure 3). From this opening screen, the player has the options of creating 

a family and moving it in (thereby building a house if the lot is currently vacant), clearing 

an occupied lot, playing with an already occupied lot, or viewing the web pages that the 

41 Again, I have not seen the sixth expansion pack, Superstar, yet. 
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game automatically generates for each Sim family the player has created .42 Generally, 

players spend a very short amount of time on this screen, as it is mainly a gateway into 

the other playable screens. 

Figure 3: Sims Neighborhood screen 

If a player uses only the furniture items and building tools that come with the 

game and builds a neighborhood of ten houses, it tends to look much like the television 

version of 1950s suburban America. The lots only have a slight variation in size; trees are 

scattered through the neighborhood and a stream gurgles through the bottom right of the 

screen. Because The Sims was originally released in 14 languages, Will Wright explains 

how the designers tried to create the most generic, recognizable scene: 

We started trying to think what would be a generic, world-wide culture, and 
really the only culture that seemed pervasive across the globe that everyone 
is familiar with, is American television. We actually tried to use kind of an 
American sitcom, which is really a stylized version of America in the 50s 
that never really existed.. . this thing, in a stylistic sense, references 
television, sitcoms, suburban 50s sort-of idealized Americana. (Wright, Jan. 
27, 2003) 

As I will discuss further shortly, the default set-up of the original Sims game also pushes 

the new player to fall into a style of play that seems to mimic suburban America: working 

to make money to buy material possessions and build bigger houses. The key to The Sims 

game, though, is that the player also has an extreme amount of freedom in deciding what 

42 The Sims is designed so that creating and uploading web pages that detail your Sim family members, 
houses, and photo albums is very easy to do. These can be uploaded to the official Sims web site, where 
other players can view and download the families. 
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style of play to pursue and what style of houses to design, largely thanks to the possibility 

(and vast number) of player-created objects available for download on the Internet. 43 

When players want to play with a Sim family, they click on the occupied lot, 

which effectively zooms in onto the house screen. It opens up a task bar at the bottom of 

the screen, which players use to control the Sims, buy items for the lot, or build objects 

on the lot (see Figure 4, Figure 5, and Figure 6). It is impossible to describe what a house 

screen looks like, because it is constructed entirely by the player, albeit within the 

constraints of the game—constraints such as available objects and building tool options, 

which I describe shortly. The lot will be a certain size, but everything within the lot is 

placed there by the player. Generally, players construct house-like structures, but the 

houses can range from dilapidated shacks to castles, from hippie drug houses to gothic 

crypts.44 

The task bar at the bottom of the screen is the same for every player, although it 

does slightly change with each added expansion pack. It can be roughly divided into two 

sections (see Figure 4, Figure 5, and Figure 6). On the left are the controls for viewing the 

screen. Five buttons control the mode of play—live, buy, build, camera, and options— 

and these modes determine what the right-hand side of the task bar contains. Live mode is 

the only mode where the Sims can move and perform actions, and I will discuss this 

mode in the most detail. Buy mode is where the player buys objects for the lot, including 

seating (e.g. chairs, beds), surfaces (e.g. tables, desks), decorative (e.g. paintings, rugs), 

electronics (e.g. TVs and fire alarms), appliances (e.g. stoves), plumbing (e.g. sinks, 

toilets), and miscellaneous (see Figure 4). Build mode contains the tools for building and 

landscaping the terrain, walls, stairs, floors, windows, and roofs (see Figure 5) 45 Camera 

mode allows the player to take snapshots of the screen and make changes to the photo 

43 In Section III of this chapter, I pick up this thread again. 
44 The range of possible houses grows immeasurably when players download items from the Internet; if 
players use only the items included with the official release, they are restricted to the shacks to castles 
options. 
45 The build tools include the following: a terrain tool, for leveling ground or creating hills; a water tool, for 
creating ponds and swimming pools; a wall and fence tool; a wallpaper tool; a stair tool; a fireplace tool; a 
plant tool, for adding flowers and trees; a floor tool, for adding tiles, carpet, or outdoor surfaces like 
cement; a door tool; a window tool; a roof tool; and a hand tool, for picking up and moving objects that are 
already in the play area. 
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album. Options mode contains options for saving, exiting, graphics, sound, and play 

(such as turning the Sims' "free will" off and on). 

Figure 4: Buy mode. 

Figure 5: Build mode. 

The left side of the task bar also includes icons that allow the player to control the 

view of the house. The player can switch between the first and second stories, choose 

whether the interior and exterior walls are visible, zoom in and out, and rotate the view. 

In regard to time, the task bar contains a digital clock and speed options, including 

paused, regular speed, and two and three times the regular speed. As well, there is an icon 

that represents the number of family friends. And finally, the family's total of Simolean 

funds is indicated, and clicking on this number brings up a window indicating the budget 

(money spent and earned) of the present and past three days. 

Figure 6: Sims task bar in live mode 

Live mode is the only mode in which action can take place (see Figure 6). In the 

center of the task bar, head-shots represent each member of the Sim-family and allow 

players to switch between which Sim they are controlling. On the right, seven icons 

represent different parts of information about the state of the Sim. Perhaps the most 

important one is the mood, which gives an overall reading—in the form of green 
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(positive) and red (negative) bars—of the state of the Sim's eight needs. In other words, 

green bars represent a happy Sim and red bars an unhappy Sim.46 The Sims are driven by 

their needs of hunger, energy, comfort, fun, hygiene, social, bladder, and room (see 

Figure 7; for the game's descriptions of all the needs, see Appendix B: Sim Needs). All 

the needs depreciate over time unless the Sim (or player) engages in activities to fulfill 

those needs. If the needs are not fulfilled, the Sim will appear depressed, which is shown 

when a Sim will refuse to go to work or engage in other activities the player wants it to. 

Naturally, some needs are more vital than others; depriving a Sim of food can kill it, 

while depriving a Sim of a nice chair will only make it uncomfortable. Of course, in 

regard to our understanding of the human psychological make-up (particularly 

referencing Maslow), it is noticeable that, apart from the social and fun needs, the Sim 

needs are all part of the lower level physiological needs (Maslow, 1970). I address the 

reasons for this in Section II (Characters). 
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Figure 7: Sims mood (left) and job skills (right) 

The other six icons allow players to view information about the Sim's interests 

(exhibited in conversations), personality (traits given to the Sim when it is created), 

inventory (of things the Sim has made or bought downtown), relationships (with other 

Sims), job (including what skills the Sim has developed, see Figure 7), and house 

(including the size and upkeep of the house and grounds). I will discuss the interests, 

personality, and relationships parts of the Sims further in Section II of this chapter. 

Sims game play is rather intuitive and simple, given the vast amount of 

information that is embedded within the game. Of course, it makes sense that playing a 

game about everyday life should be easy for any person to do. After building a house and 

furnishing it, the player can control (one Sim at a time) the Sims within it. All actions that 

a Sim can take are directly related to the objects accessible to the Sim within the house 

screen. Every object that is available in the buy mode has a limited number of 

46 1 go into more detail on this in Section II. 
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interactions associated with it. For example, a light can be turned on or off; a toilet can be 

used, flushed when it is full, cleaned when it is dirty, or fixed when it is plugged up. 

Players scroll through the house using the mouse, and click on objects to see which 

actions are possible and select them (see Figure 8). When other Sims are present on a lot, 

they, like other objects, can be interacted with (see Figure 9). All the objects included in 

the game have a specific function (or functions) related to the Sims' needs. I discuss the 

use of objects more extensively in the section on Sims characters. 

Figure 8: Object interaction. One of the most complicated interactions is with the fridge. 

Figure 9: An example of Sim-to-Sim interaction 

Time in The Sims has a dual nature. On one level, time runs on a daily, 24-hour 

cycle. The Sim clock does not match the player's clock; on normal speed, one Sim hour 

lasts just over one minute. Players have a great deal of control over the time, however. 

With the controls on the task bar (as well as keyboard shortcuts), they can pause the game 

as well as put it on fast forward.47 On the second level, time as determined by the Sim 

clock is irrelevant. Rather, time can be measured according to the deterioration of the 

47 The game also includes cheat codes for manipulating time. Time cannot be reversed; the only way to do 
something similar to reversal is to exit the game without saving it. 
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Sim's needs. For example, Sims do not necessarily want to go to bed at night time; they 

need to go to sleep when their energy bar is low. Sims do not need to eat at certain times 

during the day; they need to eat when their hunger bar is low. 

The most important aspect about the game's space and time is that it is the player 

who determines what the space looks like and how quickly the time moves forward. The 

player constructs the house, furnishes it, creates the Sim family, and has the ability to 

control each Sim's every move. No Sim game looks alike after just an hour of play. Of 

course, all the player's decisions and actions are circumscribed by the choices made by 

the designers of The Sims. In the following section, then, I describe and discuss some of 

the theories and ideas behind The Sims and how they are manifested within the game 

design. 

B. Theories & Inspirations 
Sims creator Will Wright says The Sims arose out of the intersection of two 

inspirations: (1) environmental design's relationship to human behavior and (2) 

distributed artificial intelligence, or DAT (Jan. 27, 2003). In this section, I explore the 

environmental design aspect of The Sims, while I discuss DAT in the section on Sim 

characters (Section II). Wright was inspired mainly by the ideas of Christopher 

Alexander, an architect and theorist. Alexander has been a controversial figure in the 

architectural field for decades, as his life work argues against the traditional, top-down 

approach of modern design (see Alexander, 1965). He seeks to empower the regular 

people who are going to be interacting within a given space day-to-day, giving them the 

tools to take a role in the design of that space. 48 Alexander's architectural philosophy is 

that nature and the human mind are strongly linked through patterns, which are developed 

over time through the interactions between humans and nature (Alexander, Ishikawa, 

Silverstein, Jacobson, Fiksdahl-King, & Angel, 1977).49 These patterns are like words; 

they can be combined and recombined and together they form a pattern language. The 

key is to discover the underlying, smaller patterns and how they link together to form an 

48 Alexander and his associates maintain a website with these tools, in addition to the many books they 
have published. See http://www.patternlanguage.com. 
49 Of course, the idea of pattern language did not simply originate with Alexander. The Bauhaus school of 
design (1920s and 1930s) espoused a philosophy offunction over form, and its influences are still felt 
today. However, I emphasize Alexander's contribution here because of his explicit influence on Wright. 
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organic whole. Followers of Alexander have applied the concepts of pattern language to 

computer programs, 50 building design, organizational structure, and urban planning. 

Not surprisingly, then, one of the key concepts in the design of The Sims is the 

whittling down of daily life to its simplest components, or patterns. The patterns also 

need to be able to fit together to create a coherent whole recognizable as daily life. 

Wright is quoted in one interview as saying, "I spend a lot of time looking for patterns. 

When we design simulations, we're trying to compress this huge data of reality into a few 

elegant algorithms. That's also the path we typically take toward understanding the world 

around us: What's the simplest explanation for this?" (Kushner, 2001). Human 

motivations are compressed into the eight needs of the Sims, and every object in the 

game thus has to perform a function in helping the Sim meet those needs. Perhaps more 

importantly, the basic patterns formed by the interactions between the Sims and their 

environment leave the creation of detail in the mind of the player. It is the player who 

decides how the patterns fit together and make sense. I discuss this process in Chapters 5 

&6. 

A Sims game cannot exist without the participation of the player, although there 

are admittedly inherent qualities of the game that tend to push game play in a certain 

direction. The Sims require money (Simoleans) in order to buy the objects that fulfill 

their needs and make them happy. Without cheating, the only way to acquire that money 

is for the Sims to get jobs and go to work.5' In order for them to go to work and get 

promotions, thereby getting enough money to buy better things to increase their 

happiness more efficiently, they must be in a good mood (have eaten, slept, gone to the 

bathroom, etc.), increase their skill levels, and make friends. 52 As a consequence of these 

dominant patterns, for many first-time players, The Sims is about strategic time 

management. There are only so many hours in a Sim-day, and those hours go by 

50 Even though his initial work was not aimed at them, computer programmers have recently begun using 
Alexander's theory in the development of software architecture (see Schmidt, Johnson, & Fayad, 1996). 
51 Some alternatives are built into the game. For example, Sims can play with a slot machine on which the 
odds of winning greatly increase when they are in need of much fun. Also, Sims will receive random phone 
calls awarding them small inheritances. These amounts will sustain a modest Sim. 
52 Each career track requires different skills and numbers of friends. There are six skills: cooking, 
mechanical, charisma, body, logic, and creativity. Each skill can be improved by interacting with certain 
objects; for example, the cooking skill is improved by selecting the study cooking option from a bookshelf. 
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amazingly quickly when a Sim needs to eat, sleep, bathe, socialize, study, clean, fix the 

broken appliances, water the plants, and go to work. The player soon discovers there 

simply are not enough Sim-hours in the day to accomplish everything. 

The Sims, then, is sometimes classified by computer gaming magazines as a 

simulation game and sometimes as a strategy game. It simulates everyday life but it also 

forces players to strategize about how to best accomplish all the necessary tasks to keep 

their Sims happy. As Will Wright explains: 

With The Sims, what I wanted it to do was to show how everyday life was 
played like a strategy game, that strategy is time management, that we play 
all the time so sub-consciously that we aren't aware of them. But when you 
start playing the game and it becomes kind of surface at your conscious 
level, then you can't help after playing the game to go back and self-reflect 
on your life and how you're making these decisions and how you're 
spending your time, and what motives are driving you to do particular 
things. So a lot of the game was kind of an attempt to resurface the strategic 
decision-making that we make every minute of every day. (Jan. 27, 2003) 

However, the game does not teach the lesson that money equals happiness. Rather, the 

more time the player sucks up in trying to buy better things, the more time the player 

sucks up in maintaining the broken-down, high-end stove, and the bigger the house gets, 

the slower the computer can process the game play (Wright, 2000). 

I cannot emphasize enough, however, that one of the most important 

characteristics of The Sims is that, while it does push players in the strategic time-

management direction, it does not force them. Players can access cheat codes or create 

hacked objects for everything from money to clock-fixing to permanent happiness. One 

of the most popular hacked objects created by players is the Magic Fruitcake, whose 

creators describe the fruitcake as, "When a Sim eats a magic fruitcake, their mood bars 

soar into the high green. Every Sim on the lot will also experience this sudden happiness" 

(Sims on a Stick, 2003). 53 Thus, the Sims do not have to bother taking care of their many 

needs; they are free to work on skills or socialize, for example. Of course, Sims do not 

have to socialize if the player has also downloaded the Friendship Painting. Gazing at the 

painting causes the Sim to automatically become friends with everyone in the Sims 

neighborhood. Cheats and objects such as these allow playes a great deal of freedom to 

53 As of March, 2003, the Magic Fruitcake had been downloaded over 60,000 times. 
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take their game in whichever direction they want. One popular method of game play, for 

example, is creating stories about the Sims by getting them to perform certain 

actions/interactions, snapping pictures of them, and writing descriptions of those pictures. 

Thus, the game can become whatever the player wishes it to be. While the 

constraints of the game must be acknowledged, they can also be sidestepped rather easily. 

Will Wright is very aware that a computer program can only accomplish a very limited 

number of things. The real power of a simulation game, particularly a simulation of 

something we are all so intimately familiar with, is in enabling players to make it into 

whatever they want. 

II. Characters 
As with the game in general, players have the power to create the Sim characters 

in whichever manner they want, within certain constraints. In The Sims, there are what I 

term internal and external constraints on a Sim. A Sim's behavior is largely shaped by its 

personality and mood, which form the internal constraints, individual to each Sim. The 

external constraints come into play when a Sim begins to interact with its environment, 

because a Sim's behavior is also determined by the objects that surround it. A Sim 

standing on an empty lot with nothing but grass and trees is very boring to watch indeed. 

Another constraint that could be considered internal is the Sim's interests, but the 

description of interests fits better in the second section when I discuss how Sims interact 

with each other. 

A. The Individual Sim 
One of the screens in The Sims is the create a family screen (see Figure 10). Here, 

players can create a Sim virtually from scratch, using the tools provided by the game. 

Players name the Sim and determine its age (child or adult), gender, and skin tone. They 

also choose its head and body—or in Sim-speak, the Sim's skin. There are a limited 

number of skins distributed with the game, but there are also (not surprisingly) hundreds, 

if not thousands, of player-created skins available for download on the Internet. The skins 

contained in the original release of The Sims are designed to be fairly generic; Will 

Wright has commented that the intention with the original Sims was to make it possible 

for all players to find a Sim face that somewhat resembles their own. On the Internet, 
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however, it is possible to find a skin that eerily resembles well-known figures and 

celebrities ranging from Dracula to Britney Spears, and players can even send their own 

pictures to custom-skin creators who will make a Sim just for them. The Sims Deluxe 

edition 54 contains a program called The Sims Creator, which makes designing custom 

Sims easy for those with limited graphics skills. 

Ne at liii 
Outgoing 11W 

Active 001 
Playful L 

Nice :flUI 
(Scorpio) 

Figure 10: The Create a Sim page 

Players also get to determine their Sim's personality according to five personality 

traits: neat, outgoing, active, playful, and nice. Players have 25 points to distribute among 

the five traits, which all have values ranging from 1 to 10. For example, a Sim can have 5 

points for each trait, or no points at all, or maximum points for neat and outgoing and 

none for the others. As with many other aspects of The Sims, Will Wright and the design 

team tried to find the lowest possible number of traits that would create the most variance 

in game play: 

" The Deluxe version was released in 2002, and contains the original Sims game, the Livin ' Large 

expansion pack, and The Sims Creator. 
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We had a lot of other ideas for personality sliders, but they weren't things 
we could really manifest in the simulations.... They tended to be the more 
abstract things like ambition, or self-esteem, things like that.... It came 
down to the more physically obvious differences, the things that were 
immediately manifested in their behavior, and didn't require a higher degree 
of subtle emotional response. (Jan. 27, 2003) 

Because players are watching pixellated characters less than an inch tall, it is important 

that the Sims' actions and reactions be easily discernible. Wright and the design team 

researched different models of human behavior, but decided to go with the more basic 

characteristics. The Sims are not capable of being subtle. Even though some of the higher 

level needs—love, esteem, self-actualization (Maslow, 1970)—of humans are not directly 

represented within the character design, they are referenced within the game. For 

example, Sims can compliment one another (referencing self-esteem) and improve their 

skills (such as charisma, referencing self-actualization), but these aspects of the game are 

not part of its core. 

The personality points manifest themselves through the actions of the Sim. For 

example, a Sim with the full points for neat and no other personality points will occupy 

itself (when not driven by its needs) with cleaning and tidying. A Sim with full points for 

playful and active will derive more fun from playing basketball than watching TV, while 

a Sim with full points for playful and low points for active will enjoy watching TV 

more. 55 The personality traits by themselves do not solely determine a Sim's actions; a 

Sim's mood, which is determined by the state of its eight needs is also important. The 

interplay of these two factors (personality and mood), within the given environment, 

determine what a Sim will do when left to make its own decisions, and they determine 

how a Sim will react to direction from the player. I discuss this shortly, but first I address 

the idea of Sim needs. 

In order to determine what a Sim's needs would be, Will Wright walked around 

his own house examining each object and trying to figure out what it did for him. As with 

the personality traits, filtering down the needs to the smallest number possible was a 

priority. Sim happiness then is a function of the Sim's needs, which are also affected by 

the Sim's personality. A Sim with high points for its social personality trait, for example, 

55 This means that the Sim will have its fun bar increased more from watching TV. 
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will require much more social interaction in order to stay happy than a Sim with a low 

social personality trait. Sim happiness can only be increased through a Sim's interactions 

with its environment, which includes the rooms, objects, and other Sims. This design 

reflects Will Wright's second major inspiration—distributed artificial intelligence, or 

DAT. 

B. The Sim and its Environment 
The eight Sim needs can really only be understood in the context of how the Sim 

interacts with its environment. Wright's interest in DAT was sparked by an earlier game 

he designed, SimAnt, where the ants' behavior was directly tied to their environment, 

particularly in how the ants lay down and follow the pheromones, or chemical traces. 

Wright decided to see if a similar model could be used to simulate human behavior, and 

ended up being surprised by the robustness of the model. He explains the intelligence 

model in the following way: 

The gist of the behavioral model, and one of the keys to it, is that 
intelligence is distributed through the environment, so all the objects that 
you put in the environment contain the verbs.... The Sims are born with no 
knowledge about [the world] whatsoever, but by putting [objects] in the 
environment, you're basically increasing their intelligence. Every object 
increases their behavioral range by little chunks. (Jan. 27, 2003) 

Thus, the Sims did not need to be programmed to know how to cook, sleep, go to the 

bathroom, or any of the other actions of which they are capable. Instead, the different 

objects contain the programming for the Sims' actions. The more objects in the house, the 

more actions/interactions the Sim is capable of performing. 

But how does a Sim decide which objects to interact with? Each object carries 

with it a function (or functions), and it broadcasts advertisements relating to the Sims' 

needs (Wright, Jan. 27, 2003). A fridge, for example, advertises to Sims that it will 

contribute points towards their hunger need. In addition, the objects can "read" each Sim 

around them, and their advertisements change from Sim to Sim; a fridge will broadcast 

more hunger points to a starving Sim than to a full one. All the objects in the environment 

advertise to the Sim, and the Sim "decides" which one to interact with based on its 

personality and the state of its needs. A pinball machine will advertise more fun points to 

a more playful Sim, while a chess set will advertise more fun points to a less playful Sim. 
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Most of the advertisements change in their intensity depending on how near the Sim is. If 

an object is in the same room, its advertisement will be "louder" than a similar object in a 

room further away. Objects such as beds, however, broadcast very flat advertisements, 

meaning that if a Sim sleeps in a certain bed, once its energy is low again, it will head to 

the same bed no matter how far away it is. 

The Sims are driven by their desire for happiness, which is a complex function of 

their needs: "A Sim, at any point in time, when they're not doing something, they 

imagine doing every possible interaction, and then they decide, 'Which would make me 

the happiest?' and then they go and do that" (Wright, Jan. 27, 2003).56 To the player, the 

Sim's happiness is represented fairly simplistically in the mood bars that are always 

visible in live mode (pictured previously in Figure 7). Green means good and red means 

bad. Making a Sim happy means ensuring the Sim is interacting with the proper objects 

in order to improve its eight need bars. 

Sims thus have fairly elaborate internal models of their own environment. In 

phenomenological terms, it can be argued that they have an identifiable background of 

knowledge, of which there are elements that they all have in common. The Sims are all 

composed of the same personality traits; they all attempt to fulfill the same needs. These 

elements shape their picture of the world. 57 This communication between the 

environment and the Sim is what is crucial to understanding how the game is composed. 

The personality and needs of each Sim form its data structure, through which the Sim 

filters the incoming advertisements from the objects around it: "Everything that happens 

between the Sims and objects is defined in terms of that data structure. In some sense, it 

defines their current state of their world and it defines their world around them" (Wright, 

Jan. 27, 2003). The environment communicates to the Sim, and the Sim interprets that 

communication on the basis of its five personality traits and the state of its mood. 

56 This description is, of course, in very laymen terms, but I do not have the background necessary to 
understand the programming algorithms behind it so I did not try to find them out. For those who are 
interested, one review of the game in a more technically-minded magazine gives the following description: 
"The game determines how each Sim moves via path planning that uses a modified A* search algorithm. 
This algorithm finds the optimal path from the Sim to its goal by using a best-first search in which the cost 
of any search state is the cost of getting to the state from the start state, plus a heuristic estimate of the 
distance from the state to the goal" (Macedonia, 2000, p. 111). 
57 To clarify, I am not arguing that the Sims have any form of consciousness, that they actually think and 
decide in human terms. 
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C. The Sim and Other Sims 
One of the most intriguing objects in the environment around a Sim is, of course, 

another Sim. Sim-to-Sim interaction is like Sim-to-object interaction; other Sims in the 

environment advertise possible interactions, and those possibilities are measured through 

the filter of the given Sim's personality and mood. Sim-to-Sim interaction is more 

complex, however, in that the relationship between any two Sims changes over time, and 

with that, the possible interactions change. As soon as two Sims meet for the first time, a 

relationship score begins to accumulate between them (see Figure 11). The Hot Date 

expansion pack doubles the complexity of the relationship score, splitting it into two 

separate ones: short-term and long-term. Each interaction will either increase or decrease 

that score, but not in the same way each time. The relationship score always begins at 

zero, and can increase to 100, or decrease to —100. Along the way, Sims can become 

friends (generally around a point range of 50) and/or fall in love (generally after some 

successful flirting or kissing). 

Figure 11: Relationship bar. The members of the household are shown on the left, while on the right, 
the various relationships of the chosen Sim are shown (in this case, the woman's). 

The reaction (increase or decrease in relationship points) of a Sim to a given 

interaction depends not only on that Sim's personality and mood, but also on the current 

status of the relationship. For example, if Jill-Sim is non-playful, tired, and has just met 

Jack-Sim, she will likely push him away if he attempts to kiss her. If she is playful, in a 

good mood, and has interacted with him enough to increase their relationship score to a 

certain point range (at least around 50), she will likely kiss him back if he attempts to kiss 

her. As well as affecting how Sims will react to each other, the personality, mood, and 

relationship score also affect what interactions are available between two Sims. For 

example, a nice Sim will more often have the option to compliment other Sims, while a 

not-so-nice Sim would rather tease, insult, or slap others. Even a very nice Sim who is in 

a very bad mood will insult others. And as two Sims fall more in love, their kissing 
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options increase (from peck to polite to romantic to passionate to fiery). The official Sims 

website gives the following advice for painless friendship-making: 

Never let Sims choose their own social interactions. They make horrible 
decisions. The best way to build up a relationship with another Sim is to talk 
until the relationship is at about 30. Compliment until 60. Hug until 100. If 
possible, do not fall in love—it can bring down the social motive when 
jealousy occurs. Just make friends and send them on the way. (Sims Tips 
and Tricks, n.d.) 

Relationship development in The Sims is a type of hill-climbing, and that hill can have 

downward and upward slopes. Sims have no sense of appropriate interaction; they will 

perform whatever interaction they please based on their personality and needs. 

The most common interaction in which Sims participate is talking. When two 

Sims engage in the interaction of talking, another factor comes into play: their interests. 

There are 15 interest topics, in which each Sim will have an assigned score: travel, 

money, politics, the 60s, weather, sports, music, outdoors, exercise, food, parties, style, 

Hollywood, technology, and romance (see Figure 12),58 Each topic has three icons that 

represent it in Sim speech bubbles and thought balloons. For example, the travel category 

includes icons easily recognizable as a boat, plane, and car. Wright describes Sim 

talking as a negotiation process (see Figure 13): 

When they start talking to each other, they're trying to negotiate, trying to 
talk about topics they're going to enjoy. Basically, a Sim initiating a 
conversation will pick one of their favorite topics, the top two or three 
favorites—they're trying to talk about that. So I talk to you about weather, 
and then you say, 'Oh, actually, I'm not interested in weather,' so you might 
reject that and you might propose a counter-topic. You might say, 'Let's talk 
about politics.' And if we both have that interest, we'll keep talking, and our 
relationship will climb up. If we can't find a topic that we share, then our 
relationship drops, and we find out we're not really interested in each other. 
(Jan. 27, 2003) 

Talking is one of the most basic Sim interactions; even if two Sims do not have any 

interests in common, they can still gain small relationship points just by trying to have a 

58 Even though players have no control over the interests a Sim starts off with, players can increase specific 
interests by sending the Sim downtown and having the Sim read magazines on specific topics. 
59 The Hot Date expansion pack increases the number of interest categories, and makes the interests aspect 
of a Sim's personality much more visible and therefore important. With Hot Date, players can view a Sim's 
interests while in live mode by clicking on the speech bubble icon in the task bar. 
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conversation (proposing and rejecting topics). Sims will also talk to one another when 

they are engaged in any group activity, such as eating, watching TV, or playing pool. 

Figure 12: Sim Interests 

Figure 13: A Sim conversation 

In Sims terms, the majority of Sims communication—arguably all of it, as they do 

not speak a recognizable language60—is non-verbal. Their body language conveys their 

reactions in a very stylized manner (see Figure 14). But their voices, speaking gibberish, 

also convey their reactions through vocal tone (for example, Sims can sound happy or 

angry according to their tone; if you imagine listening to a couple argue through the walls 

of an apartment, this is what angry Sims sound like; if you imagine a child screaming 

excitedly over a birthday present, this is what happy Sims sound like). Although their 

interests can be seen as being vocalized when they are represented as icons in Sim speech 

bubbles and consequently interpreted by the player, the icons are deliberately ambiguous, 

leaving their interpretation open to the player. Of course, it can also be argued that Sim 

° Even this point can be disputed. One player that I interviewed talked about how her boyfriend's sister (an 
avid Sim player) could speak Simmish, and knew which set of gibberish would come up next in a Sim 

conversation. As well, one of my friends who plays the Sims talked about how she and her co-workers 
would speak Simmish to one another in the cafeteria. 
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communication is neither verbal nor non-verbal, for they are not communicating. That is 

why I use the idea of Sims terms of communication. As far as Sim-communication goes, 

it is the player who decides whether a Sim is communicating or not, and the game 

provides clear clues for that, through body language, vocal tone, speech bubbles (icons) 

and the plus/negative signs that pop up after every interaction showing whether the 

relationship has improved or deteriorated. 

Figure 14: Sim flirting, an example of Sim body language and reactions. 

All the description that I have given thus far helps to explain what Sims will do 

when they are left to their own devices, or, in other words, when the player gives them no 

direction. It is possible for the player to direct a Sim's every move, even canceling the 

Sim's "free will" as an option in the task bar. 61 If the option is available, players can 

direct two Sims with a very low relationship score to kiss, even though neither Sim would 

have chosen that course of action on its own. What is important here is that when a Sim is 

allowed its autonomy, it will follow its basic programming, which is to make itself 

happy—in the short term. It will receive all the advertisements from the objects 

(including other Sims) in its environment, and choose the interaction that will have the 

best effect on its happiness right now. The Sim has no understanding that getting a job 

promotion will mean more family income and thus the ability to buy a more comfortable 

bed, so it has no motivation to increase its skill levels or make more friends. The Sim has 

no ambition, but the player often does. 

Along with communicating with one another, Sims will also attempt to 

communicate with the player. For example, if a player tells a Sim to sit down in a chair 

61 This can be dangerous, however, as the Sim will then have no desire to eat, sleep, etc. without direction 

from the player. At least with "free will" turned on, the Sim will try to fulfill its basic needs and probably 
not die. 
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that is inaccessible to the Sim (because it is facing the wall or behind a wall that has no 

door), the Sim will raise its arms, shrug its shoulders, and "think" about whatever is in 

the way (through the means of a thought bubble). If a player tells an extremely depressed 

Sim to play chess, the Sim may refuse and a window will pop up with the words, "I'm 

too depressed to play chess" (see Figure 15). If a Sim is very, very tired and the player 

keeps directing it to do actions other than go to bed, the Sim will look "upwards," make 

unhappy vocal sounds, and "think" about sleep (through the means of a thought bubble 

with sleep icons appearing in pulsing red, see Figure 16). 

Figure 15: After being directed to play chess, a depressed Sim refuses. 

Figure 16: An unhappy Sim shares her needs 

As with the game in general, Sim characters and their relationships with the 

environment, objects, and other Sims, are not meaningful without the player there to 

interpret them. Sims do not actually eat, nor do they actually talk to other Sims. But 

somewhere between the simplified speech icons and pixellated body language and 

nuanced gibberish, Sim interaction begins to make sense to the player. In the third 

section, therefore, I begin to look at the conception of a Sims player and how the game is 

played. 
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III. Players 
Arguably more than all the other video and computer games on the market today, 

The Sims is in the hands of its players. They decide what each individual game looks like, 

and if they do not like what they see, they are encouraged to add nearly anything to the 

game that they want. They can customize their games in whichever direction strikes their 

fancy. In addition to allowing and supporting this player collaboration in game design, 

Will Wright also has a sophisticated conception of the player's role in the actual game 

play. The Sims does not happen on a computer screen, although it may appear to. The 

actions may take place on the screen, but the conversations, motivations, and stories are 

created inside the players' heads. Through its apparent simplicity, The Sims enables the 

"processor" inside the human mind, allowing players to fill in whatever is necessary for 

the game to be fun. 

A. Players as Co-Creators 
The Sims was designed from the beginning to be extremely expandable. Months 

before the game was shipped, the designers made a number of tools available on the 

Internet for creating the more simpler components, such as wallpaper and clothing. 62 of 

course, this was not done entirely for the players' benefit; it created excitement about the 

game and ensured that from day one of the game's release, players could use the Internet 

to expand the game's possibilities. This inclusion of the player community only increased 

after The Sims was released, as the designers made more sophisticated tools available 

such as genetic algorithms for creating Sims faces, a tool called the Transmographier for 

redrawing objects, and their Edith programming language for creating entirely new 

objects with new interactions associated with them (Kim, 2000). There are literally 

hundreds of fan-run Sims websites that have wallpapers, floor tiles, skins, objects, and 

even entire families and houses available for download.63 

One example that shows the immense effect that player collaboration can have is 

one fan's attempt to create a program that allows Sims to grow from babies to children to 

teenagers to adults. In The Sims, two Sim adults can have a baby, which after three Sim-

62 Sims  creators were lucky in that they could tap into an already present online community centered around 
SimCily (Wright, 2001). 
63 One helpful annotated directory for Sims download sites can be found at the Betting Links (2003) 

website. 
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days of being intensely cared for, grows into a child. But the child can never grow into an 

adult, and adults never grow old. The SimLifeCycle project attempts to change this with a 

program called SimTeen Plus that allows Sims to grow from children to teens to adults. 

The SimLifeCycle website opens with these lines: 

Do you find it vaguely depressing to work hard on getting two compatible 
Sims married, watching them share their love by producing a child—only to 
have that child never grow up and remain perpetually underfoot? Do you get 
attached to your Sim kids, and want them to be able to experience the joys 
of the teen years and adulthood? Would you like to see them marry, move 
out of the house, and perhaps have children of their own? (Hollingsworth, 
2003) 

The website includes links to sites that offer skins and objects appropriate for the new 

Sim teenagers. The program author, Melissa Hollingsworth, is also working on a program 

that will allow for other stages of life, such as toddler, middle-aged, and elderly. Of 

course, with people doing work like this for free, The Sims designers are not complaining. 

The official Sims website itself releases a new object for download every week, 

and contains links to some of the most popular fan-run websites. The designers 

understood from the beginning that they would have to bring players into the design 

process in order for the game to have lasting popularity. One of the styles of play that was 

discovered during the testing phase, which the designers had not initially anticipated, was 

that players would use The Sims to develop rather elaborate stories. As a consequence, 

when the game shipped, it contained the camera mode that made it very simple to create a 

photo album of a Sim family and, with a couple of mouse clicks, upload it to The Sims 

official website (Wright, 2000). Other players can browse the player-created stories, as 

well as download the houses and families. Wright browses these stories in order to see 

what directions players are going in and what's stopping them from doing what they want 

to do (Becker, 2001). 

Game design in The Sims becomes more of a collaboration between players and 

designers, rather than a top-down approach where the designers have all the power, as 

Wright says in one interview: 

As more games let players customize game content. . .the process of 
development is becoming more and more of a collaboration between the 
developers and customers. I think the one experience that most garners are 
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missing right now and would really enjoy is the process of creating games. 
It seems to me that garners are hungry for this sort of ability, to put their 
creativity and individuality into games, just the same way that people are 
modifying their cars, houses, and wardrobes. It's amazing how dedicated 
game fans are and how much effort they're willing to put into this. (Quoted 
in Keighley, 2001) 

The Sims attempts to build a large possibility space for players, where they can go off in 

any direction that interests them. If they want a Sim-utopia where everyone is happy, 

friendly, and has a big comfortable home, that will work. If they want a Sim-dystopia 

where they attempt to see how many ways a Sim can die, that will work too. If they want 

to build a medieval castle or a futuristic spaceport, they can try to (and likely) find the 

objects for that on the Internet, and if not, create those objects themselves. 64 

B. Players as Processors 
The idea of a large possibility space applies not only to the space contained within 

The Sims game, but also to the space within the player's head. In his many interviews, 

Wright often talks about how creating a game like The Sims requires programming the 

processor in the computer as well as the processor in the player's mind (see Good Will 

gaming, 2000; Pearce, 2002a; Thompson, 2002). Computers still are not capable of 

credibly simulating a human being in conversation—passing the Turing Test is a long 

ways off. But humans are more than capable of projecting their own wants and desires 

onto objects. The key to The Sims is that it enables players to easily "bootstrap" into the 

model, which Wright explains in the following way: 

It's all leveraged off of this ability to model another person that we have in 
our head. In a game, we're really trying to look at how we leverage that 
other modeling system. In essence, these games are running on two 
computers: they're running on the computer in front of you and the 
computer up in your head.... We think about that a lot, in terms of what the 
player's middle model is, of the game that they're playing.... And that's the 
model that we're really trying to build, is the one in the player's 
imagination, so the computer model just becomes a tool for helping to build 
a better model in your imagination. (Jan. 27, 2003) 

64 For example, my latest Sim neighborhood incorporates my latest TV obsession: Buffi the Vampire 
Slayer. I was able to download very realistic skins for all the main characters as well as vampire enemies, 
and build everything from a work-out room for Buffy, to a magic-filled room for her witch-friend Willow, 
to a crypt for the vamps. 
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Particularly with The Sims, one of the keys to its success is its ability to engender 

empathy in players, by creating a space with which they can intimately identify. 

One of the first things that new Sims players will do is build Sim-houses 

containing Sims that are modeled after themselves and their family members. They will 

try to reproduce the routines and relationships with which they are most familiar (Wright, 

2001). By projecting themselves into the game they are doing two things: testing the 

limits of the simulation and making it more familiar. First, as with all simulations, players 

try to reverse-engineer the game as soon as they begin to play it. They try to figure out 

what makes the game work, and they often do this by testing its boundaries, trying out 

what-if scenarios (Becker, 2001). Second, by personalizing The Sims, making it more 

familiar, players make the game into a reflection of themselves (Kim, 2000). While the 

game does not begin as a mirror for "reality," it can become one, exaggerating, distorting, 

fast-forwarding, replaying (Kushner, 2001). Above all, however, The Sims is an abstract 

version of everyday life, leaving many gaps for the players to fill in. Each Sim is like an 

empty vessel waiting for players to pour their emotions, ambitions, desires, and fantasies 

into it. 

The major key to the wide-ranging success of The Sims is its very ambiguity. It 

does not tell the players what to do or think; it does not give them a fixed goal, for they 

create their own goals. Out of those many goals, an extremely common one is figuring 

out just what it is that makes Sims tick; often, this can only be discovered by watching 

them interact, with their environment and with other Sims, and by interacting with them, 

through playing the game. Thus, in Chapter 5, I discuss how five different Sims players 

watched, described, and directed their Sims in action. 
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CHAPTER 5: PLAYERS 

In Chapter 4, I wrote about The Sims in a more general sense, hoping to 

familiarize the reader with how the game looks and how it is played. In this chapter, I am 

thus assuming a certain limited knowledge of the game, for example of how the player 

manipulates the mouse in order to produce certain actions/interactions. The bulk of this 

chapter describes the results of the research I undertook with Sims players (Section II), 

although I begin by briefly explaining the process of the interview/observations (Section 

I: Methodology). Thus, this chapter is mainly a descriptive one, although I do touch on a 

number of themes that feature prominently in the following chapter, the Analysis. 

1. Methodology 
Because my goal in this thesis is to attempt to connect the simulation of 

communication within The Sims to the players' reception of that simulation, it was 

obvious from the beginning that I would need to communicate with the players in some 

way. Initially, I planned on conducting straightforward interviews, either in person or 

over the phone, with approximately ten Sims players from across Canada. In these 

interviews, I planned to ask players questions about how they recalled the 

communication within the game. Once I began planning these interviews, however, it 

became apparent that it would be more fruitful to interview the players while they were in 

the process of playing. In this way, I could not only talk to the players about 

communication, but also directly observe them directing the Sims and responding to the 

Sims' actions. 65 

Because I switched to conducting interview/observation sessions, it was of course 

necessary for all the participants to reside in Calgary, as I did not have a travel budget. I 

recruited players in three ways: word of mouth, internet postings, and posters. First, I 

asked my classmates and friends if they knew others who play The Sims, and asked them 

to pass along my e-mail address to them so the players could contact me if they were 

interested in participating. Second, I posted a short message on various Sims bulletin 

boards, message boards, and discussion forums on the Internet. Third, I posted 

65 This required a revision to my ethics approval, which I sought and received (see Appendix E: 

Certification of Institutional Ethics Review). 
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recruitment posters around the University of Calgary (see Appendix C: Recruitment 

Poster). The first two strategies each resulted in one participant, and the recruitment 

posters resulted in three, making a total of five: Shell (age 34), Jenn (age 18), Celina (age 

21), Dustin (age 28), and Sara (age 22).66 Four are university students, which is not 

surprising given that I was recruiting primarily among the university population. 6' Four 

participants have been playing The Sims for a number of years, while one had only been 

playing for three weeks at the time of the interview. 

All the interviews took place in the player's home in March 2003 68 It was 

necessary to go to their homes because I was observing them playing their own version of 

The Sims game. The Sims cannot be transferred easily from computer to computer 

because each player creates distinct characters and communities within the game. Each 

interview lasted approximately 90 minutes, and I captured video and audio recordings of 

each session, using a networked laptop that mirrored the participant's computer screen 

and recorded it. 69 The interviews were largely unstructured, as I wished the players to 

have as normal a play-session as possible. Thus, I encouraged them to play as they 

normally would, although at some points I would encourage them to instigate more 

interaction between Sims. I prompted them to explain the Sims' actions that we were 

observing. As well, I tried to cover consistent topic areas with each participant, such as 

their playing history, goals, favorite stories, and their perceptions of the Sims' 

intelligence (see Appendix D: Player Interview Guide). 

The methodology used was thus a combination of interviewing and participant 

observation (or ethnography), although it was predominantly an interview format. The 

qualitative nature of the interview, with the open-ended questions and player-direction of 

the Sims, allowed for a great amount of flexibility and freedom. As Sue Jones writes, "An 

66 All the participants agreed to be identified by their first name and age in the text of the paper. 
67 This was largely a matter of convenience. Because of my small study, I was not aiming for a 
representative sample, although I would have liked to have a more even balance between male and female. 
68 There was one exception. We had technical problems at one of the player's homes, so we met a few days 
later at my home where the player installed the Sim homes on my version of the game and played there. 
® I networked a laptop computer to the player's home computer, and used a program called TightVNC 
(which had to be installed on the player's computer as well) to mirror the player's screen on the laptop 
screen. The laptop captured a video file of the screen (.wmv) using Windows Media Encoder 9, and a 
microphone captured an audio recording of our voices that was also part of the .wmv file. The file is 
playable on Windows Media Player. 
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interview is a complicated, shifting social process occurring between two individual 

human beings, which can never be exactly replicated" (cited in Seale, p. 205-6, emphasis 

in original). In regard to ethnography, participant observation is a common tool in Human 

Computer Interaction research, particularly in design (see Cooper, Hine, Rachel & 

Woolgar, 1995). The interview/observations for this thesis were not ethnographies in the 

sense of the researcher becoming immersed in the culture of computer games, but it is 

important to note that my initial interest in The Sims was based on my experience as an 

avid player. 

II. Results 
Because of the largely unstructured nature of the interviews, and because each 

player had a unique playing style, it is difficult to make broad generalizations about how 

The Sims is played. In order to analyze the interviews, therefore, I took a number of steps. 

First, I transcribed the interview sessions. These transcriptions were not regular 

transcriptions, because in addition to recording what was said, I also made notes on what 

the player was doing re: playing the game. The majority of my work was done with these 

transcriptions, although I regularly referred back to the video recordings 70 of the play 

sessions in order to reacquaint myself with what happened.7' Second, I reviewed each 

transcript and marked off sections according to eight general categories that I determined 

based on the experience of conducting the interviews: 

• goals/desires/control, 

• style of play, 

• architecture/building, 

• Sim action/interaction, 

• Sim personality, 

• talking to the Sims, 

• talking for the Sims, 

° Unfortunately, due to technical problems with my first interview (with Shell), the video recording was 
not useable, so I had to rely on the back-up audio recording. 
711 felt it was necessary to have paper transcriptions of the sessions mainly because it was too time-
consuming to be constantly replaying the 90-minute interviews. The paper transcriptions also made it 
possible for me to refer back and forth to similar sections of each interview with ease during my analysis. 
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• and projection onto the Sims. 

I worked with these categories, attempting to determine similarities, differences, and 

relationships among them. From this, I decided to analyze the interviews based on three 

major categories (player control, interaction in the game, and Sim personality—all as 

perceived by the player) mediated by three other categories (conversation with Sims, 

conversation for Sims, and projection onto the Sims) (see Figure 17).72 In this section, 

then, I introduce each of the three main categories of analysis (A/control, B/interaction, 

C/personality) and begin to discuss their relationships (D/conversation with Sims, 

E/conversation for Sims, F/projection). In Chapter 6, I integrate my interpretation of the 

interviews with the theoretical framework that was set up in Chapter 3. 

Figure 17: Sims game play analysis 

I begin Section A (Play) by discussing how players approached playing The 

Sims—namely their style of play, amount of control, and goals. In Section B 

(Interaction), I discuss the types of interaction the players instigated and observed while 

they were playing. Section C (Personality) describes the participants' perceptions of the 

72 The reason I choose the word "conversation" rather than "communication" in this case is in order to keep 
the distinction clear between the communication in the interviews and the term communication as used in 
the theoretical framework. Thus, when I integrate the analysis framework with the theoretical framework, 
the terminology is (somewhat) less confusing. 



89 

Sim characters, including their likes/dislikes, "free will," and intelligence. Throughout 

the first three sections lay, interaction, and personality), I try to refrain from discussing 

how they are related to each other. The last three sections, however, directly address the 

questions of how the participants related their play to the interaction in the game (Section 

D: Conversation with Sims), how the participants integrated their conceptions of 

interaction with their perceptions of the Sim personalities (Section B: Conversation for 

Sims), and how the participants used the experience of playing to make the Sim 

personalities more well-rounded (Section F: Projection). 

A. Flay 
One of the biggest strengths of The Sims is its flexibility. There is no set goal, no 

clock ticking down the minutes, no levels to be conquered. Players can set their own 

goals and reach them (or not) in whatever time it takes. In this section, then, I discuss the 

various play styles, strategies, and goals of the participants. While the players each had a 

distinct style of play, they also shared similarities, particularly in how their playing 

changed over time and in what goals they chose for their Sims. 

Each of the participants took up a different relationship to the game. Jenn, on the 

one hand, acted like a benevolent Sim goddess to the Sims, ensuring they all had large 

homes with nice furnishings and many friends. Similarly, Celina enjoyed having her Sims 

play games and have parties. Sara identified herself as feeling maternal towards the Sims, 

ensuring they were happy. Dustin, on the other hand, was more interested in creating 

challenges for himself, such as replicating his family's apartment or creating the largest 

graveyard. Shell also enjoyed challenging herself in different ways; during our interview 

session she was particularly interested in getting some of her Sim characters married. 

Thus, the participants seemed to approach the game from either a maternal god-like 

standpoint (wanting their Sim-children to be happy) or a strategic standpoint (deciding on 

goals and manipulating the Sims in order to meet those goals). 
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Interestingly, all of the participants used at least some cheat codes—most 

commonly the money cheat 73—meaning that they did not play the game in its "original" 

form, where it is necessary to spend much of the time keeping the Sims' needs high in 

order to go to work and make money to fill those needs. However, they indicated that 

when they first started playing the game, they did not use cheats. Sara, who had only 

been playing the game for three weeks, had quickly moved on from the balancing, 

strategic aspect of The Sims: 

I tried playing one where they worked and they got money, and just as they 
got more money, I bought them nicer things, but it turned out their 
relationship was really suffering because they never saw each other, because 
he worked nights, and she worked days, and then they obviously, like, this is 
awful, someone's always at work. Then I tried it for awhile where only one 
of them was working and that was a little better, but she [the wife] made 
friends with the whole neighborhood, and not with him [the husband] at all. 
I didn't like that very much. Yeah, if they have lots of money then they can 
just stay at home and party with the neighbors. (Sara, Mar. 24, 2003) 74 

Sara's comments are similar to Jenn's, whose primary purpose in playing The Sims was 

to create an ideal world where her Sims can live the life and not worry about things like 

money (Jenn, Mar. 9, 2003). Instead of going to work and cleaning the house, the main 

issue for Jenn's Sims was throwing a successful party and making plenty of friends. 

Thus, from the maternal god-like standpoint, cheats were necessary in order to create the 

best world for the Sims. From the strategic standpoint, the cheat codes made it possible to 

concentrate more on the player's chosen goals. For example, when Dustin was trying to 

create a large Sim graveyard, he used a move-object cheat code in order to capture other 

Sim characters in a certain house and burn them to death. 

All the participants also controlled the Sims to a high degree, directing much of 

the Sims' actions rather than allowing the Sims to "choose" their own actions. The 

players commented that taking a more active role in playing the game made it more fun, 

both for themselves as players and for the Sims (e.g. if they were aiming to make the 

73 Entering a cheat code in The Sims is relatively simple. Pressing Control-Shift-C makes a text box appear 
in the upper left corner of the screen. Entering the word rosebud results in the addition of 1,000 Simoleans 
into the Sim family's savings. 
" All further references to Sara's interview come from the same reference. Similarly, I will cite the 
interview date for each of the participants once within the text, and then cite them only by the first name 
from then on. 
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Sims happy). Both Shell and Dustin would pause the game, slow the Sims down, and 

cancel autonomous Sim actions in order to maintain the most control. When asked why 

she controlled the Sims so carefully, Shell said, "Because otherwise you're just watching 

them. You might as well be watching TV" (Shell, Mar. 2, 2003). Celina, Jenn, and Sara 

did not control the Sims to the same extent; they enjoyed watching the Sims choose their 

own actions sometimes because they would often perform funny actions, particularly in 

interacting with other Sims. However, the players found they had to control the Sims in 

order to keep their moods high—in other words, to keep them happy. 

The goal of keeping Sims happy was one of two major goals that were most 

prominent in the game-play that I observed; the other was to improve the Sims' 

relationships. 75 The players seemed to have two motivations for keeping the Sims happy, 

related to the two play styles I identified above. First, when the players were feeling 

maternal and god-like, they wished their Sims to be happy because they could not bear to 

see them unhappy. Sara, for example, said that she could not bear to see her Sims 

unhappy, and could not be intentionally malicious towards them. 76 Similarly, Jenn stated 

that the most important goal in her game was for all the Sims to be comfortable and get 

along. Second, when the players wanted to achieve certain goals, they needed to maintain 

the Sims' happiness in order to ensure the Sims would be in a good enough mood to 

perform the proper actions. When asked why she wanted the Sims to be happy, Celina 

said, "Because if they're red [low mood] like this, they just, they won't do anything. 

They're like, 'No, I'm not happy, I don't want to.' Then they're no fun" (Celina, Mar. 14, 

2003). Shell similarly commented that the Sims would be no fun to play with when their 

moods were low, because they would refuse to do the actions she wanted them to do. 

The motivations behind the second major goal of relationship-building were 

similar, in that players were either pursuing the maternal god-like role by ensuring their 

Sims had friends, or pursuing the strategic role by challenging themselves to increase the 

relationship scores and/or get two Sims married. After filling a community with families, 

75 A number of other goals also cropped up during the interviews. These included building and decorating 
houses, successfully nurturing a Sim baby until it grew up, and increasing Sim skills. These goals were, 
however, secondary to the main goals of happiness and relationship growth. 
76 Sara added that this likely had something to do with the fact that her Sims all represent people in her life 
(friends, family). I will discuss this in the section on Projection. 
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Jenn's major concern was for them to all become friends by socializing in large groups at 

parties. Dustin, in contrast, enjoyed the challenge of getting two Sims married: "One of 

the reasons they'll say no [to a marriage proposal] is because they have to go to the 

bathroom, and because they're uncomfortable, so you have to make sure that everything 

is just right. It's really a challenge" (Dustin, Mar. 23, 2003). Obviously, in order to meet 

the relationship goal, it is necessary to have the Sims interact with each other. In order to 

maintain Sim happiness, it is also necessary to prompt interaction, whether it is between 

Sims (to meet the social need) or between a Sim and other objects in the environment. 

This brings us to the next main category—interaction. 

B. Interaction 
Interaction here refers to the action/interaction of/between the Sims within the 

game, insofar as the players commented on it. Each participant had different actions that 

they enjoyed prompting and watching more than others, and these actions reflected their 

various goals and strategies. In this section, I briefly comment on the range of 

interactions the players enjoyed within The Sims, as well as on how the players all 

explained the game in general terms. I also touch on two themes that I pick up on in later 

sections, the nature of Sim-to-Sim interaction (expanded upon in Section E, Conversation 

for Sims) and the development of Sim relationships (expanded upon in Section F, 

Projection). 

The interaction in the game was of course related to the various goals of the 

players. Celina, for example, enjoyed watching her Sims play with their pets, so she 

would prompt them to play with and care for the pets in the game, in addition to trying to 

keep their mood high. She tended to have trouble keeping all the Sims' needs bars high, 

however, which meant that she had to devote a lot of time to getting the Sims to do such 

things as eat and sleep. In contrast, Jenn had downloaded the magic fruit cake, which 

ensures that every Sim on a lot is always happy, so she could devote almost 100 per cent 

of her time to getting Sims to interact with one another and make friends. Sara liked to 

get her Sims to lead somewhat normal lives—getting up and eating breakfast together, 

cleaning the house, interacting with one another by playing pool or chess. Dustin was 

more interested in finding the most efficient method of fulfilling his goals. For example, 
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he liked to stick newly-met Sims into a hot tub for a few hours, because their comfort 

level would stay high and they would socialize on their own. Similarly, Shell would 

experiment with Sim actions/interactions in order to meet her goals. 

In order for the Sims to be able to act/interact successfully (in other words, be 

happy), the players would have to ensure their houses had the objects necessary to meet 

their needs. In Jenn's case, this was as simple as having a guest constantly eating the 

magic fruit cake. In Celina's case, this required her to buy items that were fun not only 

for her Sim to interact with (in that the Sim's mood would rise) but also fun for her to 

watch. A couple of the Sim houses that she played with during the session were boring, in 

her opinion, because they did not contain any items for the Sims to interact with. 

Similarly, Sara tried to supply her Sims with houses and objects that would help make 

them happier and that would make Sara enjoy playing with them. 

The other major part of the interaction in the game involved relationship-building 

among the Sims. Each of the participants would prompt specific interactions among the 

Sims in order to get them to make friends or fall in love. Shell, Jenn, and Sara all 

commented that gift-giving was a safe and efficient way of gaining friends for the Sims, 

as Sims rarely react poorly to receiving a gift (whereas an action like kissing can produce 

unpredictable results), and the gain in relationship points is significant (as compared to 

more time-consuming actions such as talking). Celina enjoyed getting her Sims to hug 

and kiss a lot, an action which Sara also enjoyed watching so long as the Sims had a solid 

relationship and would not end up angry at one another. In regards to relationships, 

Dustin was often most interested in increasing the points, so he would get the Sims to 

interact in order to gain the largest number of points. If he wanted two Sims to fall in 

love, he would pay close attention to the relationship points and only get the Sims to 

begin hugging and kissing when the points were high enough. 

I asked each of the participants how they would explain The Sims game to a friend 

who had never played it before. Their replies reflected how they interpreted the Sims, as 

either being human-like, or simplyparts of a computer game. Jenn, Celina, and Sara all 

referred to the Sims as persons and game-playing as involving getting persons to 
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interact .77 Dustin saw the game more as a micro-management issue, paying attention to 

the Sims' needs and responding to them. Shell said her own mood would determine what 

she would do during a play session; sometimes she would try to marry off two Sims; 

other times, she would create Sim sweatshops where her Sims would have to work non-

stop. In other words, much of how the participants would interpret the game depended on 

how human they thought their Sims to be, which I discuss in the next section— 

personality. 

C. Personality 
One of the most powerful aspects of The Sims is the human-like nature of the 

Sims. The players' opinions of the Sims can be seen in how they would refer to them— 

for example, as errant children or as stupid programs. As well, I asked a number of direct 

questions about how the players would determine a Sim's personality and whether they 

believed the Sims had memories and could understand one another. All of the participants 

attributed personalities, likes and dislikes, emotions, free will, and intelligence to their 

Sims, although to varying degrees. 

Players create Sim personalities using the five sliders in the create-a-family screen 

(neat, outgoing, active, playful, and nice). Different combinations of these traits all 

correspond to certain zodiac signs, and Dustin, Celina, Sara, and Shell all commented 

that they would refer to the zodiac signs when they were creating their Sims, often 

beginning with the zodiac sign they wanted and adjusting the personality from there.78 

They all readily attributed likes and dislikes to the Sims, claiming certain Sims liked to 

do certain interactions more than others. Celina and Dustin, for example, both played 

with a family that had a young girl in it, and they both talked about how she liked to 

paint, or play games. Jenn and Sara also attributed certain tastes to their Sims, although 

they both admitted their opinions of the Sims were influenced in large part by their 

opinions of the actual people the Sims represented. Jenn commented more than once 

about how the Sim rep±esenting her brother was anti-social, preferring more lonely 

77 Admittedly, these responses may have been influenced by the overall tone of the interview session, as I 
asked questions mainly related to interaction and communication. For example, a significant part of The 
Sims involves building and furnishing their houses, which we would speak about only briefly. 
78 As I discuss in the section on Projection, the participants would insert themselves and their families into 
the game, and this is one way in which they would try to make the personalities match. 
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activities, just like the "real" person. Similarly, Sara would attach certain likes and 

dislikes to the Sims depending on who they represented from her life. The Sim of her best 

friend, for example, enjoyed playing guitar because her friend enjoyed playing music. 

Beyond things like that, however, Sara was still trying to figure out what her Sims liked 

to do by playing with them and seeing how well their needs were met by various 

activities. 

In other words, the participants mainly perceived the Sims' personalities as 

empty, and so were forced to assign personalities that made sense to them. What I mean 

by empty is that the Sims' actions alone did not show different, unique personalities to the 

players. Celina, for example, said that she did not see much difference between 

personalities that she created. Jean did try to experiment with the personalities; she made 

a twin experiment where she created identical looking Sims in a house with different 

personalities so she could observe their actions. One was predominantly social and one 

was predominantly active, and their actions showed that. Beyond those broad categories, 

however, players had to largely use their own imaginations to create more nuanced Sim 

personalities. 79 

Sim decision-making seemed to be more transparent a process to the players. 

Dustin, for example, said that Sims would decide what to do "based on the goals of the 

individual" such as energy. He liked that when a Sim was really tired, it would look up at 

the screen at him and wave and complain. Jean said, "You can't say they have minds of 

their own, but they have tendencies to do certain things over others," such as read a book 

versus talking to another Sim. Despite this awareness that the Sims did not have thinking 

minds, the participants all seemed to want to believe that the Sims had at least some form 

of free will while they played. It did not matter to the players that the Sims were bound 

by their needs and lacked the ability to do anything more than satisfy their short-term 

needs as they were set out in their programming. Sara, for example, would get concerned 

for her Sims when she left them to their own devices, because they would only eat chips 

(instead of taking the time to make a meal), create messes, and watch TV, all of which 

79 Where the personalities were empty-seeming, however, Sim emotions were more observable, at least 
from the players' points of view. Jenn, Sara, Celina, and Dustin all said that the Sims' actions and reactions 
always made their emotional feelings fairly clear. I discuss this more in Section B, Conversation (for Sims). 



96 

she did not think was healthy for them. The main shortcoming Celina saw in her Sims 

was that they did not have enough free will to be interesting when left on their own. One 

of the Sims that she played with was boring because all that it wanted was to increase its 

fun need and to do that it would aimlessly wander around or return repeatedly to a certain 

game that Celina had grown tired of watching. Despite this dissatisfaction with their 

Sims' actions, however, the participants still found the actions to be understandable, in 

that they could discern why the Sims would choose certain actions over others (based on 

their needs, mainly). 

I also asked the participants specific questions about whether or not they thought 

the Sims were aware of their surroundings, were intelligent, and had a memory. Here, 

their answers reflected their original playing orientation (maternal god-like versus 

strategic). Jenn and Sara both liked to imagine that the Sims were aware of the 

environment and other Sims around them, even if it is not to the same extent that humans 

are. Jenn gave the example of her friendly twin having the tendency to give other Sims 

hugs: 

Whether or not she wanted, her social was low or whatever, she still 
wandered over to give the other one a hug. I don't think it's the same as in 
real life, when you can give someone a hug to make yourself feel better, or 
to make them feel better. I don't think it's the same. I don't think they have 
the awareness of how other people feel. But I think their awareness of, 'Oh 
there's a Sim, I'll go give them a hug,' it's not on the same level, but it's 
similar. 

Sara gave the example of how Sims will let her know whether or not they like an object 

or decoration she has put into their home (either by clapping or crossing their arms and 

shaking their heads), although at other times, when they tell her a certain object is in the 

way or they cannot go somewhere, she will not understand what problem they are having. 

Dustin looked at his Sims with less sympathy; because he tended to control their every 

move in his game-play, he considered the Sims to be dumb: 

If they were smarter, they'd be able to move objects. They'd be able to get 
out of situations that wouldn't kill them, like climbing out of the swimming 
pool—that's one thing they don't know how to do. I think it would be really 
interesting if they were smarter than they are. 
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In contrast to Sara and Jenn, Dustin did not enjoy taking care of his Sims—he would 

rather they could take care of themselves so he could pay attention to other things, like 

building a huge Sims funeral home. For Dustin, the Sims were more like neat toys than 

children that need looking after. 

D. Conversation (With Sims) 
While all the participants actively played The Sims during the interviews, two 

were particularly vocal about it, providing a running commentary throughout on what 

they thought the Sims should be doing as well as on what the Sims were actually doing. 

Celina and Sara both tended to talk to their Sims as they played, while Jenn, Shell, and 

Dustin would mostly just talk about their Sims. Thus, in this section, I am going to be 

drawing more heavily on Celina's and Sara's interviews. Because they vocalized their 

desires and intentions, as well as what they thought of the Sims' responses, I do not have 

to guess or draw (as many) inferences about them as I do with the other three 

participants. I will refer to the directions that Jenn, Shell, and Dustin gave to their Sims 

(through using the mouse to direct the Sims), but not to the same degree. 

Through the majority of the playtime, Celina and Sara referred to the Sims in the 

second person, giving directions such as, "No, you can't watch TV," (Celina) or "Clean 

up your dinner" (Sara). These directions would always be accompanied by the use of the 

mouse to get the Sim to undertake that very action. Most often, Celina's vocal directions 

to her Sims were given when she was frustrated with them, or when they had decided to 

do an action that she did not want them to do. In contrast, Sara's directions were given in 

a more motherly tone, often telling the Sims to clean up, sleep, or play (in other words, to 

fulfill their needs and keep their mood high). Even though Jenn shared with Sara a desire 

for her Sims to be happy, she was more willing to let them do their own thing. Jenn 

would have one of the Sims throw a party and allow them to choose their own actions 

and interactions; Jenn was much less hands-on than Sara. Not surprisingly, Dustin and 

Shell seemed to see the Sims less as persons to talk to and more as parts of a computer 

game that were there for their own amusement. 

Celina and Sara also spoke to the Sims in the first-person voice, although not to 

the same extent as they used the second person. For example, they would say, "Let's go 
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on vacation" (Celina) and "Let's play with the genie" (Sara). In these cases, the 

vocalizations appeared to carry the same weight as those in the second person, as Celina 

and Sara would cause the Sims to fulfill those actions. Celina would use the third-person 

voice to direct the Sims when she thought they should take actions on their own, and in 

these cases her direction would not be accompanied with action with the mouse. For 

example, when one of her Sims set the stove on fire, Celina said, "She needs to move," 

and did not direct her to do so, waiting to see if the Sim would do so on her own. 

• • +"-•-- + 

Celina: "She needs to move 
out of the way. Now she's 
just sthiing off into space. 

The Sim is thinking], 'Oh, 
the kitchen's on fire. 

Figure 18: Celina's Sim sets her stove on fire and dies. 

As shown in Figure 18, when there is a fire nearby, Sims can only "think" about the 

"Fire!" and generally just stand there and point; even after Celina directed the Sim to call 

the fire department, the Sim was still too captivated by the fire to do so. After I 

mentioned canceling the watch fire action, Celina did so, and her Sim called the fire 

department. The phone was right beside the stove, though, and when the fire spread, the 

Sim caught on fire and died (although Celina did switch into the second-person and direct 

the Sim to try to extinguish the fire). I questioned Celina about why she did not direct the 
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Sim to move (after the Sim had called the fire department and was standing "staring off 

into space," in Celina's words), and Celina claimed that the Sim would not have moved 

anyway. I found this entire episode completely puzzling—it seemed Celina was content 

to watch her Sim die and even blamed the Sim for it, until the end, when she said, "I 

killed her." Celina fluctuated between placing responsibility on the Sim and placing 

responsibility on herself. 

In addition to accompanying her directions to the Sims with vocal equivalents, 

Sara would also talk to the Sims in the second person without actually directing them 

(with the mouse). These communications often took the form of either praising or 

chastising the Sims: "You're doing very well" in response to a Sim improving his piano 

playing, or "You are such trouble" in response to a Sim putting his dirty dishes on the 

floor instead of in the dishwasher. 8° Both Sara and Celina would ask questions of their 

Sims as well, particularly when it was not clear what action a Sim was taking, or when a 

Sim refused to perform an action they had directed it to do. Sara admitted she liked 

talking to all sorts of things in her life, from her pets to her plants, so she found it natural 

to talk to the Sims too. Thus, her talking to the Sims in this case is probably reflective 

more of Sara's predilection for personifying objects. The difference with the Sims, of 

course, is that sometimes they will talk back. 

E. Conversation (For Sims) 
In addition to instigating interaction among the Sims, at my urging the 

participants also commented on it and discursively interpreted it. Their explanations often 

revealed their opinions not only of what proper interaction is, but also of the Sims' 

personalities. In this section, I begin by discussing how the players talked about the 

specifics of Sim interaction, including the body language and gibberish, and how those 

devices helped to make the Sims' interactions and feelings more clear. I would 

sometimes prompt the participants to fill in the Sim conversations—in particular, to 

respond to the icons that pop up and to say what they represent—so I include in this 

section the conversations between Sims as articulated by the players. Finally, I address 

so In both these cases, the Sim was the one who represented her actual boyfriend. 
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the question of how the interactions between Sims would help the players to imagine 

their Sims' personalities. 

The Sims are capable of only a limited number of actions, which are determined 

by the objects and Sims around them. Here, I am going to concentrate on the interaction 

of one Sim with another. The participants all identified four features of Sim interaction: 

their vocal tone (gibberish), body language, positive/negative reactions (+ and - signs), 

and speech bubbles (icons). For interpreting what a Sim was "feeling," the body language 

and vocal intonations of the gibberish were more helpful to the participants than the icons 

and signs that would pop up during interaction (see Figure 19 and Figure 20). Jenn 

identified body language and intonation as providing her with the best clues: 

I find it really easy to tell what they're saying when they're not impressed 
with the other person. They have enough body language that you can tell 
when they're actually interested in what they're talking about, or they're just 
killing time. 

Figure 19: Examples of body language and +1- signs. 

The female Sim i "nagging" the male Sim about one 
of their friends, and he does not want to hear about it. 

Figure 20: An example of exaggerated Sim body language. 

Jenn liked that the Sims stand face-to-face when they talk, rather than looking down or 

away, because that made her feel that they really cared about what the other was 

"saying." Shell also liked that the Sims were very animated in their interaction, 
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commenting a number of times that she could tell exactly what was going on between 

two Sims without the aid of vocal cues. Celina and Sara both found the body language to 

be a bit over the top—Celina used the word movie-ish and Sara used the word 

theatrical—but Celina added that the exaggeration was probably necessary in order for 

the audience to understand what was happening. 

Sara, Jenn, and Shell all enjoyed the gibberish that the Sims speak, saying that 

they preferred it over actual words. They said that the tone of voice (combined with their 

body language) conveyed enough meaning for them to create conversations between the 

Sims. Shell added that the gibberish actually added more to the interaction. When I asked 

her if she ever wished the Sims used words, she replied: "Actually no, if he said exactly 

what it was, then there would be no challenge in it. I guess I like that it's open to 

interpretation, is what it comes down to." She had heard of language packs available on 

the Internet that would supply actual words, but she had avoided downloading them 

because she did not want someone else filling in her intent. Dustin, in contrast, had a 

more practical view of the gibberish, referring to it as an audio cue that Sims were 

conversing, and adding that it did not really tell him anything more than that. This likely 

was related to the fact that Dustin simply was not interested in just watching the Sims; he 

was always manipulating them towards some goal. The other four participants, however, 

enjoyed watching the body language and listening to the gibberish the Sims employed 

during interaction. 81 

In addition to the interpreted reactions of Sims, Sim-to-Sim interactions always 

resulted in an actual increase or decrease in their relationship points. These changes were 

represented onscreen by the green plus and red minus signs, as well as numerical 

increases or decreases in the points. The participants would assign various meanings to 

these signs. Dustin and Celina, for example, talked about Sims being impressed with one 

another when the positive signs flashed. Sara referred to a Sim being happy when the 

relationship number was rising. Overall, though, the players reacted more strongly to the 

811 realize that it is probably no coincidence that the player most interested in manipulating rather than 
watching was a male. With a larger sample size, it would probably be fruitful to examine the gender 
differences in playing The Sims. 
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body language of the Sims—for example, they would laugh out loud at some Sim actions, 

while they would only comment on the points. 

The other feature of Sim interaction is the speech bubble icons (listed and shown 

in Chapter 4). During the interviews, I tried to prompt the participants to fill in the 

conversation they imagined the Sims were having. One of the steps I took in preparing 

for the interviews was reading a number of the family albums uploaded to The Sims 

official website. These albums include photos taken of Sim action and captions written by 

the player—these captions are often quite extensive, containing complete scenes (see 

Figure 21).82 Thus, I expected at least some of the players whom I interviewed to 

similarly make up stories as they played. However, all of the participants indicated that 

they did not regularly take pictures for their photo albums, and when I would ask them to 

explain a Sim conversation, their interpretation of it would be more literal than 

imaginative. Figure 23, Figure 22, Figure 24, and Figure 25 show an example from each 

the interviews of Celina, Dustin, Jenn, and Sara respectively, and I discuss them in the 

following paragraphs. 

Steven cleared his throat nervously... 
"Wow, her mom is trashed." 
Samantha slowly turns back to him... 

Figure 21: Part of a Sim "conversation" found on The Sims official website. 

82 As of May 3, 2003, the "Growing Pains Part4" album was at the top of the list of the highest-rated 
albums on The Sims Family Exchange. 
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Dustbt's words: 

She said she didn't She didn't like 

like camping. swimming. 

And of course 
they're being 
impressed with each 
other. 

She's agreeing that 
she doesn't like 
camping. 

Figure 22: An example of a Sim conversation as interpreted by Dustin. 

Figure 23: An example of a Sim conversation as interpreted by Celina. 

Both Dustin (Figure 22) and Celina (Figure 23) gave very literal interpretations to 

their Sims' speech icons. In fact, Dustin said that he would very rarely even pay attention 

to the icons at all. When I asked whether he would ever make up more extensive 

conversations, Dustin said, "Not really. I know that this [Sims talking] is going to give 

me a lot of points. I know not to go too far right away with them. I'm looking for the 

[relationship] points, not really looking for the communication between the two at that 

point." Similarly to Dustin, Shell said that she did not care what the Sims were talking 

about. She would only pay attention to what came up in their speech bubbles when she 

wanted to know which interests she should improve in one Sim so that the relationship 

points could increase faster. For Celina, even though she would also not often attribute 

deep conversations to her Sims, she would imagine that they were talking about 

something—for example, she said she had noticed Sims would often start off by talking 

about the weather. Because the Sims shared the same language (meaning their lines of 

gibberish), she imagined they were able to understand one another. 
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.Jiut's words: 

They've got little 
speeth bubbles above 
their heads, and so, if 
you want to, you can 
create an entire conver-

sation. based on the 
picture. 

Like, "I don't like 
cars." 

"I don't like boats 
either. I don't want to 

ever go on a trip on a 
boat ever in my life." 

And, the other guy says, 
[Jenn pauses] a1thou we 
don't know right now. 

Figure 24: An example of a Sim conversation as interpreted by Jenn. 

Sra's words: 

'I wish I was arocket 

scientist. I wish I was 
that bright. 

' 

"I am a rocket scientist." "And a concert pianist." "What do you think about 

the war?" 

Figure 25: An example of a Sim conversation as interpreted by Sara. 

Jenn (Figure 24) and Sara (Figure 25) tended to embellish their Sim conversations 

a bit more than Celina, Shell, or Dustin. When I asked Jenn if she would always take the 

speech icons at face value, she said: 

Sometimes it's more at face value. One Sim, 'I really don't like boats.' Or 
sometimes I think further into it, 'I was on a boat trip once, and you would 
not believe what happened to me. This went wrong and that went wrong and 
that went wrong.' You can take it at that. Or, 'Did you hear in the news that 
recently a boat was just off the coast over wherever, and had this huge 
problem, and broke down, and all these people had to relocate and get onto 
different ships so they could be brought back to shore.' You can take it so 
many different ways, just from a picture like that. It depends on the day 
what I interpret it as. 

The ambiguity of the pictures made it easy to just ignore them, or create elaborate stories, 

depending on what mood Jenn was in. If she was interested in having all her Sims in the 

neighborhood get to know each other, she would just throw a party and let them interact 

willy-nilly. If she wanted to improve a specific relationship, she might pay more attention 
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(and apply more of her imagination) to a particular series of interactions between two 

Sims. Sara similarly would sometimes assume certain things about the Sims' 

conversations, depending on what traits she already attached their characters. When I 

asked if Sara made up stories about her Sims, she said: 

No, not really. Sometimes when they meet people they'll be talking and 
they'll come up with the little icon of the bank, especially guys in suits seem 
to talk about the bank, and I'll be like, oh, maybe they're getting investment 
advice. But that's okay. My Sims are rich. 

Like Jenn, Sara was not overly concerned with the content of her Sims' conversations, 

but more with the overall mood. 83 

As I have touched upon, the other major feature of Sim interaction is the 

development of Sim relationships. Here, I am referring not to the numerical value 

assigned in the game, but to the unfolding of events as the player interprets them. The 

participants would attribute the highest amount of human feelings and emotions to the 

Sims when they were observing the Sims engaged in interaction. For example, after 

watching one interaction where a Sim female was vehemently rejected after trying to kiss 

a Sim male, Dustin (who normally would not attach motives to his Sims) said that the 

female "came on a little too strong" (see Figure 26). After watching various interactions, 

the participants credited their Sims with emotions ranging from love to jealousy to 

happiness. When I would ask the players if they believed the Sims had emotions, they 

would points to the reactions of the Sims engaged in interactions as proof. Here, again, 

the body language and vocal intonation provided the clues for the Sims' feelings. 

Admittedly, the game also includes fairly explicit indications of the Sim feelings: 

plus/minus signs show on the screen after each Sim interaction to indicate if the 

relationship has improved or deteriorated; friendship and love icons also pop up when the 

relationship reaches that stage. However, these symbols were not what the participants 

would refer to as proof that their Sims had feelings. 

83 In the final example of Figure 25, Sara made up conversation between the man and woman in the hot 
tub—Sims who represented her boyfriend and herself. It is a good representation of much of her 
commentaries throughout the interview, where she would attribute a high level of intelligence to her Sim-
self and little or none to the male Sim. I discuss this aspect of Sara's play more in Section F, Projection. 
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:st1n instructs the female to 
the male. 

The male indicates 
his energy is low. 

Thefe male attempts to kiss 
the male and is rejected. 

Figure 26: A scene from Dustin's game. 

F. Projection 

The other way that the participants developed their conceptions of Sim 

personalities was through projecting human qualities onto them and thus imputing 

motives, desires, and emotions to them. During our play sessions, Jenn, Sara, Celina, and 

Dustin all played with Sims that were modeled after people in their own lives— 

themselves, their families, their friends. 84 They tried to create Sims that looked like the 

people they represented and that had the same personalities—or at least the same zodiac 

sign. Jenn, Sara, and Celina had Sims for themselves, their boyfriends, and their best 

friends. Jenn, who had been playing The Sims for years, would constantly update the 

game so that it properly reflected "real life"—if a friend had a new boyfriend, Jenn would 

need to add a new Sim for him. Sara used the game as a kind of experimental ground, 

testing out potential relationships between her friends and finding out if personalities 

were compatible. For example, she wanted to set up her brother with her friend in "real 

life," so she tested it out in The Sims first. 

Both Sara and Celina compared the relationship between the Sim versions of 

themselves and their boyfriends to their "real" relationships. Celina said the Sim version 

of her boyfriend liked to play computer games, just like her actual boyfriend. Sara noted 

on a couple occasions that her Sim-boyfriend exhibited typical behavior—in not cleaning 

up after himself, in not enjoying the same decorations as Sim-Sara would. Sara and 

Celina both also tried to give the Sim-boyfriends objects they thought they would enjoy, 

such as large televisions. When Celina sent her Sim-best friend on vacation, she was 

84 Shell indicated that she did not usually put herself into the game, although she had done so in the past. 

On one occasion, she put herself and her husband into the game to see how quickly they could fall in love. 
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concerned with making her happy. Because her "real" best friend liked to play volleyball, 

Celina assumed the Sim-best friend would enjoy playing volleyball too. Jenn also tried to 

make the Sims' skills match the skills of their human-life counterparts. About her 

brother's Sim's personality, she said, "He's working on some things. He's creative, and 

logical, which reflects directly on the fact that it's my brother's character. That's my 

brother. He [the Sim] has no charisma whatsoever. He's scrawny. That's pretty much [my 

brother]." When Sara's Sim-boyfriend and Sim-self were both painting (and thereby 

increasing their creativity skill), Sara attributed a faster level of learning to her Sim-self 

than she did to her Sim-boyfriend, even though the Sims' rates of learning were probably 

the same. The Sims' actions made sense to Sara, Jenn, and Celina because they could 

associate them with the actions of the Sims' "real" counterparts. 

Celina and Dustin explicitly made references during their play-session to their 

desire for their Sims to appear as normal families. 85 Jenn and Sara also tried to create 

homes that contained happy, healthy, friendly Sims. 86 One way that the participants' 

ideas of normal came out in their playing was in how they tried to develop the 

male/female relationships, particularly between their Sim-selves and their Sim-significant 

others. Sara claimed that the Sim-females enjoyed receiving gifts more than the Sim-

males did, and that the females enjoyed being asked to dance more than they enjoyed 

doing the asking. A moment later, however, she admitted, "I could be just imposing that. 

That's what I seem to see." Sara was the only participant who displayed self-awareness 

of how her beliefs affected her perception of The Sims, but that does not mean the other 

players were ignorant of that aspect of play, just that they did not comment on it. 

In summary, the play modes that I initially discussed in Section A—namely, the 

maternal god-like versus strategic modes—largely determined the strategies, 

interpretation of interaction, and construction of Sim personalities by the players. Their 

85 Dustin also had abnormal homes in his Sim game, such as the funeral home, but he wanted the home that 
housed the family representing his own to be as realistic as possible. 
86 It is notable that Shell's style of play differed in this respect. She was less concerned with recreating 
normal families and more concerned with using the game to create amusing stories or challenge herself 
(e.g. in trying to get Sims married). I can only speculate on why Shell's level of projection was different 
from the others. It could be that she was the oldest of the participants, as she commented that when her 
children played The Sims, they would put themselves and her family in the game. When I asked why she 
thought that was the case, she said, "It's probably just the age. I mean, to me it's more a game. To them, 
they've invested all their imagination. And the imagination for kids is closer to reality." 
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approach to the game influenced the level at which they were willing to see the Sims as 

human-like or not, and thus how likely they were to attribute conversational abilities and 

personalities to them. The next chapter uses the phenomenological approach to 

communication from Chapter 3 to help to explain these findings. 
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CHAPTER 6: ANALYSIS 

Before delving into the meat of this chapter, it is helpful to first review what has 

been going on up to this point. Chapter 2 (Literature Review) looked at the current 

literature on simulation and computer games, in order to set up the argument that a 

simulation game is a valid environment within which to apply all sorts of theory, but 

particularly communications theory. Chapter 3 (Theory) focused on a phenomenological 

framework for examining communication theory. The framework concentrated mainly on 

the intersection of the lifeworid and the social actor—an intersection that occurs through 

communication/interaction. Chapter 4 (The Sims) was an interlude-type of chapter that 

outlined The Sims computer game, with special attention paid to the game space, 

simulated characters, and players. Part of my research of The Sims involved 

interview/observations of the players, and Chapter 5 (Players) framed the results of that 

research. There, the framework concentrated on the intersection of three features: the 

game (interaction), the simulated characters (personality), and the player (play). Thus, 

this chapter (Analysis) maps the theoretical flamework (from Chapter 3) onto the 

framework developed for the findings (in Chapter 5), and in the process, also develops 

some of the ideas that were skimmed over in Chapter 4. 

This chapter is divided into three sections. The first section provides a 

phenomenological reading of The Sims. Admittedly, the initial analysis of the interviews 

was already shaped by the theoretical framework, but here I make explicit my 

phenomenological assumptions and associations. In the second section (Communication), 

I begin to work my way inwards toward a phenomenological explanation of how players 

make sense of the game. Finally, in the third section (Meaning), I explore how the player 

brings meaningfulness to The Sims. 

I. Phenomenology and The Sims 
This section of the chapter is devoted to mapping the theoretical framework from 

Chapter 3 onto the interpretative Sims framework from Chapter 5, as well as developing 

some of the concepts introduced in the description of The Sims given in Chapter 4. This is 

necessary to do in order to move on to a somewhat morg pophisticated discussion of 

social interaction. Here, the concepts of actor, situation, id play are crucial. As with the 



110 

results, I focus on six aspects of playing The Sims: interaction, personality, play, 

conversation (with Sims), conversation (for Sims), and projection (see Figure 27). I use 

the concepts of lifeworid and actors to further expand our understanding of the game and 

its players. Specifically, I look at the following: 

• interaction in the game as situated within/atop the lifeworids of the actor and The 

Sims, 

• the Sims' personalities as embodying the elements of Schutz's "homunculi," 

• play as action and the player as an actor, 

• the act of playing (conversation with Sims) as grounded in practical 

consciousness, 

• the discursive act of attributing meaning to the Sims (conversation for Sims) as 

narrative, 

• and the tendency of players to project themselves and others into The Sims as part 

of the development/conceptualization of self identity. 

I do not directly use the idea of lfeworldin my framework, because it rather floats 

behind it, and elements of the lifeworid get pulled in, primarily into the situations that are 

created through the intersection of the player with the game. 

While the focus of this section is on the player/actor and playing as a process of 

social reproduction, it is first necessary to examine the elements of the game as they are 

constituted at the point that the player begins to take action. Thus, in the first part of this 

section, I begin by analyzing the typical patterns of action and behavior as they are 

manifested in the design of The Sims—namely, the options available for Sim interaction 

(situations) and Sim personality (the homunculi). The Sims are not actors in their own 

right, but are puppets, or homunculi, that are manipulated by the player. Situations and 

Sims do not exist in any form until the player begins to take action, but the player does 

not have absolute freedom in determining the situations and Sims, so it is crucial to 

understand the limitations/constraints imposed by the ge design, as these indicate the 

knowledge stocks and patterns that frame interaction in The Sims. 

In the second part of this section, I turn the focus onto the player. Most 

importantly, the player is a social actor, and I explore the implications of this statement. 
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Just as the game comes with pre-existing models of interaction, so does the player, and 

the play process becomes the way in which the player brings these models to life. The 

concept of practical consciousness is key to understanding how players act in both 

playing and interpreting the game. My methodology of both observing and interviewing 

the players forced me to acknowledge that for a Sims player, discursively describing the 

ongoing play process is awkward, because it is just that—an ongoing process. 

Nevertheless, I try to provide as best an explanation as possible. Finally, the process of 

projecting themselves into The Sims is a way for the players to establish and explore self-

identity, and I look at the construction of that identity through play. 

Figure 27: A rough application of Phenomenology to an analysis of The Sims. 

A. Game 
The concepts of game and actor cannot be completely understood independently 

of one other, but in order to understand how they fit together, it is necessary to introduce 

the elements that both bring to the equation. The focus lre is on the typical patterns 

represented within the design of The Sims—namely the interaction situations and Sim 
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homunculi personalities. In Chapter 4, I described some of these patterns, so here I want 

to delve a bit deeper into them and apply a phenomenological perspective as well as 

incorporate some of the insights gained from the interviews described in Chapter 5. First, 

I discuss the reproduction of everyday life in the game (the standard non-cheating method 

of play), and then I discuss the part of the game that allows players to ignore normality 

and play the game however they want (such as creating a funeral home or sweatshop, as 

Dustin and Shell did). 

The typical patterns of action programmed into The Sims provide a unique access 

point for examining some of the common-sense knowledge constructs we normally take 

for granted while navigating our daily lives. While the entire lfeworld may be 

inaccessible to us as social practitioners, parts of it are thematizable when they are 

brought into situations. This is exemplified by the strategic decision-making mode of The 

Sims. Normally, we do not think about our varied needs and desires until we are placed in 

a crisis situation or some of those needs/desires come into conflict with one another. 

Normally, we do not give our daily rituals (getting ready for work in the morning, 

relaxing in the evening) much conscious thought. But diligently playing The Sims 

(without any cheats) quickly makes the player aware of how patterned and typical our 

lives are. Because of the rushed time in the game, the player is forced to give more 

conscious thought to what is important for living life. Is it being happy? What is 

happiness? Making lots of money, or making lots of friends? In this case, the player must 

negotiate with the game to create a version of happiness in very explicit and somewhat 

limited terms: either keep the Sim's mood high (by fulfilling the eight needs) or not; 

either make the Sim be friendly to other Sims (by increasing relationship points) or not; 

either increase the Sim's skills or not. 

The initial reaction of many of those who first hqr about The Sims is that a game 

about everyday life must be so mundane and boring. Yet something about The Sims 

makes that not so. For some reason, players can sit for hours, even days, on end directing 

their Sims through the everyday patterns of action that we normally take for granted. It is 

fun, precisely because the patterns reproduced within the game are varied and flexible 

enough to match nearly anyone's idea of what everyday fe is about. For example, if a 
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player wants to reproduce their actual home within the game, the tools for doing that are 

all available—tools for building the home, buying the objects to fill it, creating the Sims 

to live in it, and causing the Sims to act normally. Whether or not the home on the 

computer screen represents the home in the player's life is a question that can only be 

answered by the player, and it is a problem that can only be solved by the player. What is 

reproduced in the game is one person's idea of what life or interaction is, based on the 

tools available in the game design. The tools available in the game demonstrate the stocks 

oflcnowledge that are included within the game design, and thus that are available to the 

player to play with and thematize. What are some of these knowledge stocks? One is that 

a home is normally a singular, enclosed space with walls, doors, windows, two stories, a 

kitchen, dining room, living room, bathroom, and bedroom (based on the default build 

tools and buy objects). In other words, normal people do not live in basement suites, or 

apartment buildings, or dorms. 87 

The patterns of interaction in The Sims are very much driven by how the Sims 

themselves are constructed—with their eight specific needs and five specific personality 

traits. These typical patterns of motivation and traits are attributed to the Sims much as 

Schutz suggests that the social scientist can construct puppets (or homunculi) in order to 

manipulate them and study their behavior. Just as the social scientist decides what 

motivates the homunculi, what their roles are, and what their actions mean, the Sims 

player supplies the motivations, roles, and meaning for the Sims. The social scientist 

works with what theories are in vogue at the time, as our understanding of human 

behavior is constantly changing, but she nevertheless still works with pre-constructed 

ideas. Similarly, the Sims player works with the constructs supplied by the game 

designers, and these constructs shape the possible personalities and interactions. For 

example, the choice of the designers to leave out the higher parts of Maslow's hierarchy 

of needs such as self-actualization limits the complexity available for the Sims' actions. 

87 To be fair, it is possible to build Sim houses that look like apartment buildings, for example. But the 
game does not make it easy to do so. One of the limitations that Dustin commented on was his inability to 
create an apartment building to represent his and his neighbors' homes. The Sims were incapable of 
recognizing that there were two apartments on the lot rather than one home with two kitchens, two living 
rooms, two separate upstairs with bedrooms. The female Sim woul4 prepare the meal in one apartment and 
cook it on the stove in the other one, and Dustin was frustrated by Sims' failure to understand they were 
not in one house, but in two apartments. 
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While this might be necessary for a successful computer game, it could be argued to 

increase the players' tendencies to view the Sims as children in need of direction, rather 

than as adults able to take care of themselves. The Sims are driven entirely by the short-

term needs (hunger, energy, etc.) and have no desire to better themselves, making it 

necessary for the player to take over that role, if the player so desires. 

The interaction options indicate many of the common sense parts of conversation 

and face-to-face interaction. The Sims naturally (are programmed to) take turns during 

their conversations and react to one another, affecting the progression of their 

relationship. Over time, a relationship can improve and deteriorate, depending on the 

sequence of interactions. This sequential nature of conversation and turn-taking is key to 

the player's being able to make sense of what is happening on screen, because it matches 

the player's experience. Another key factor is that the states of objects and relationships 

can change over time. For example, bathtubs get grimy without a good cleaning; flowers 

die if they are not watered. The Sim must interact with the environment in order to 

maintain it, so the player is forced to reproduce certain patterns, such as cleaning (or 

hiring a maid to do so). In the case of Sim-to-Sim interaction, every day that a Sim does 

not talk with another Sim causes their relationship (points) to deteriorate. This pushes the 

player to ensure the Sims have regular contact with one another and engage in positive 

interaction sequences (interactions that result in an increase in the relationship points). 

This is assuming the player wants to the Sim to have friends, which I am taking for 

granted is the case when a player is pursuing regular strategic game play. Of course, 

when a player ignores the game's directional pushes, it is an entirely different story. 

The player can get around many of the built-in controls on game play. Money is 

not an issue with the rosebud cheat code; happiness is not an issue with cheats such as the 

magic fruit cake. But what is left when those strategic goals are stripped away with the 

help of cheat codes? Jenn commented that using the magic fruit cake made her lazy as a 

player, because she did not have to pay attention to the Sims' needs. Instead, she turned 

her attention to ensuring they all got along. Her comment points to the necessity for the 

player to have goals in order for the game to be interesting. Granted, the game is 

designed to push the player to aim for goals like a bette çareer, larger house, nicer 
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objects, and more friends, but players can circumvent those and create their own. The 

Sims would indeed be boring if it was an exact replica of the mundane routines of 

everyday life. What makes it fun is what the player brings to it—specifically, the player's 

pre-constructed models of happiness or success or even just computer games. 

B. Player 
Any analysis of any computer game must have an appreciation for the player as a 

knowledgeable human actor—particularly an analysis of a game like The Sims. The 

player brings with her a set of pre-made constructs about everyday life and social 

interaction, as well as her own specific biographical history. In addition, the player is the 

only one able to fully understand what is happening in the game; the Sims have no 

understanding of their situations, and even another human observing the play process 

cannot know what the game is about as intimately as the player does. Even the player, 

however, does not have a full understanding of the play process, because so much of it 

happens intuitively. But the player is also knowledgeable and has agency, as exhibited 

through her actions and demonstrated awareness (through the discourse of the interview 

setting) of those actions. 

Social actors are both the products of previous patterns of action as well as the 

initiators of action. It is no coincidence that the three younger female players (Sara, Jenn, 

and Celina) all exhibited the similar tendency to mother and pamper their Sims (some 

more successfully than others), and that the male and older female player (Dustin and 

Shell) treated their Sims more as means to a strategic end. For Sara, Jenn, and Celina, 

reproducing the people and relationships with which they were already familiar was the 

dominant mode of play—and even Dustin and Shell used that style of play. By doing this, 

the players were able to make The Sims game familiar and thus integrate it with their pre-

existing models of what is normal or everyday. Of course, as Ijust previously elaborated, 

the packaged game also comes with models of what is normal, and so an important part 

of playing The Sims is trying to align the game-model with the actor-model. I address this 

process in Sections II & III. This alignment happens primarily on the level of practical 

consciousness, a concept that requires some further elaboration here in regards to The 

Sims. 
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Playing The Sims requires very little learning—the player does not need to consult 

a thick manual or read screens full of instructions in order to begin playing. Rather, the 

game begins with the option for the player to play with a tutorial house, which comes 

pre-built and with a Sim couple living there. The player learns through doing, which with 

The Sims basically comes down to manipulating a mouse and clicking objects on the 

screen. However, this is not where the real action is taking place—the real action happens 

in the player's mind, and most of it happens at the level of practical consciousness, 

wherein the player intuitively understands and anticipates the Sims' needs and wants. 

Even though the needs and overall mood of the Sim are represented explicitly visually 

(with the green/red bars), and there is advice given to the player on how to best go about 

filling them (through pop-up text when the player clicks on the need), the player actually 

makes the decisions about how to care for the Sims in seconds. The player has to balance 

her goals with the requirements built into the game, and this is a complex, intricate 

process based on knowledge that is embedded within the practice of playing the game. 

Celina and Sara, who liked to direct their Sims with imperative vocal commands, 

experienced different levels of success in achieving their desires. Sara, on the one hand, 

who had only been playing the game for three weeks, was still in the process of figuring 

out how the game worked, but she seemed to catch on fairly quickly. She was able to 

maintain high moods for her Sims because she matched her vocally expressed wishes 

with the appropriate actions. Celina, on the other hand, who had been playing the game 

for years, still did not seem to understand how to make her Sims happy. She would 

express the same desires Sara would, but Celina's actions would not match. In particular, 

Celina knew (in that she discursively told me) that the female Sim (that she was playing 

with) was unhappy because her fun need was low, but she did not know how to change 

that (in that the actions that she tried simply did not work). Where Sara intuitively 

recognized how to meet her Sims' needs, Celina did not. 

The importance of practical consciousness was also exhibited through the 

responses of the participants to the different indicators of interaction within The Sims: the 

positive/negative symbols, the relationship points, the body language, and the vocal tone. 

The positive/negative symbols and relationship points left very little up to the 
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imagination; they were equivalent to a person saying, in the midst of a conversation, "I 

like what you are saying to me, and therefore I wish to let you know that I consider our 

friendship to be stronger" or "I think what you are saying is utter trash, and therefore I 

will not like you anymore." The players did not respond to these symbols because they 

held no equivalent in everyday interaction. The body language and vocal intonation of the 

Sims, in contrast, resonated with the players, because they were very much related to the 

practice of interaction. This observation evokes Giddens's emphasis on body-based 

competence as inherent to the maintenance of everyday existence, which holds true for 

the maintenance of the appearance of everyday existence in The Sims. The players 

understood their Sims' actions through watching their bodily reactions and listening to 

their vocal tone. The +7- symbols and points were necessary for the Sims to "know" what 

came out of an interaction, because those were things that could be incorporated into their 

pre-existing data structure. The body language and vocal tone were hecessary for the 

players to understand watching the interaction, because those were things with which the 

players were already familiar. 

In keeping with the players' indifference toward symbols in The Sims, the players 

seemed to pay little heed to the Sims' conversation icons. The icons were meant to 

represent what we normally regard as the discursive part of communication, or words 

combined in sentences wrapped in a context only fully understood by the speaker and 

hearer. The various icons could even be said to match what Habermas terms the three 

"worlds" to which people engaged in interaction simultaneously refer: objective, 

normative, and subjective. The fifteen conversation topics (weather, travel, etc.) would be 

oriented primarily toward the objective world; the gossip option (pictures of other Sims) 

would be oriented primarily toward the normative world; and the complaint symbols 

(hunger, energy, etc.) would be oriented primarily toward the subjective world. Players 

like Dustin, Shell, and Celina, though, could care less what the Sims are talking about. I 

believe this is wrapped up in the nature of play, and how it is grounded in practical 

consciousness, rather than discursive consciousness. For Dustin and Shell in particular, 

listening to what the Sims were talking about, let alone talking about it themselves, was a 

foreign concept. They did not imagine the Sims as human but as inanimate dolls there for 
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their manipulation and morbid fascination. Communication, in Habermas's and 

Giddens's formulations, is inherently an intersubjective process, requiring a speaker and 

hearer (in ongoing situations of co-presence) to negotiate the meaning of the process. 

Dustin and Shell did not imagine the Sims as taking on the roles of partners in the 

communication process, and so they had difficulty discursively describing it. 

Sara and Jenn, on the contrary, were much more comfortable narrating a 

conversation for their Sims, at least in part because they were able to imagine the Sims as 

capable of communication in the first place. As players, they were the only ones capable 

of imputing motives, feelings, and beliefs to the Sims, and this is a necessary part of any 

act of communication. Through their willingness to construct an image of the Sims 

complete with histories and intentions, Sara and Jenn were able to create the 

circumstances within which they could believe that the Sims were communicating with 

each other about something. Thus, two female Sims talking in a hot tub were, for Sara, 

telling each other stories about their boyfriends; two male Sims talking in a hot tub were, 

for Jenn, discussing a recent event in the news. As well, Sara's Sim-boyfriend did not 

clean the kitchen because he was a "twerp" (Sara) and Jenn's Sim-brother did not get out 

of the hot tub because he was "shy" (Jenn). What is notable in all these cases is that both 

Sara and Jenn based their assumptions and conclusions about the Sims' actions on two 

things: their understanding of the design of The Sims, namely the personalities and needs 

of the Sims, and their understanding of the "real" humans those Sims were intended to 

represent. This brings us to the final correlation I wish to emphasize in this section, the 

projection of the players into the game and its connection with the development and 

expression of self-identity. 

Both Habermas and Giddens emphasize the narrative nature of the construction of 

self-identity. Social actors all carry around a model of themselves in their minds of who 

they imagine they are, and they attempt to present that image to others by taking on roles 

in the ongoing process of everyday interaction. They also create models of and attribute 

roles to those with whom they are interacting. The players did the same thing when they 

created Sim-selves, Sim-boyfriends, and Sim-friends in the game. Sara's creation of 

herself and her boyfriend showed parts of how she views the relationship, just like Jenn' s 
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creation of herself and her brother. Without the addition of the histories and relationships 

from outside the game, the interactions within the game would not have been nearly as 

interesting for the players. However, not all the participants projected themselves into the 

game in such a way, or with such intensity. This shows the importance of the 

construction of the player's identity as a game player. 

In Chapter 5, I discussed the two positions that players would take in relation to 

the game: maternal god-like versus strategic. These methods of play can also be classified 

as roles. For Dustin in particular, the role of computer game player involved managing 

the game, setting goals, determining the best way to achieve those goals, testing the 

parameters of the game, seeing what kind of weird things he could do within those 

parameters. Shell shared many of these traits, but the younger female players took on a 

different role. For Jenn and Sara in particular, the maternal role dominated game play. 

They nurtured, scolded, teased, and overall cared for their Sims. The gender of the 

players is no doubt a factor in this role differentiation, but without a larger study size, I 

cannot speculate much about this. What I wish to emphasize here is that through 

interacting with the game, the players were able to take on roles that agreed with their 

already-in-place identities. The Sims is not a game that forces the player to be a race car 

driver or prize fighter in order to become immersed in it; rather, it allows the player to 

fool around and determine what role best fits that day. 

II. Communication 
In this section, I turn my attention onto the interrelations between the actor 

(player), situation, and homunculi (Sims). Again, the focus here is on mapping the key 

theoretical concepts from Chapter 3 onto the analysis of the game provided in Chapters 4 

and 5, but I take the analysis a step further by beginning to explain how the concepts 

relate to one another in regard to how the player makes sense of The Sims (see Figure 28). 

First, I look at the relationship between the situation of the game and the Sim homunculi 

who inhabit it—as interpreted by the player, but with as little player intervention as 

possible. In other words, there is action within the game that must be acknowledged, but 

it only is understandable if there is an actor (player) present to observe it. Second, I look 

at how the player/actor and game situation are reciprocally constructed through the action 
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of playing. Neither can exist without the other. The player/actor reflexively monitors the 

Sim homunculi in the game in order to bring the Sims' actions into accordance with what 

the player already considers communication to be like. Establishing these relationships 

sets the stage for the final section of this chapter (Section III), which is about how the 

player negotiates these different relationships. 

Reaching VRdepstanding 

efleveMpxtoring 
Hômunculi 

Figure 28: A theoretical framework for understanding communication in and about The Sims. 

A. Situation-Homunculi 
One of the keys to Giddens's thinking is his conception of the duality of structure, 

and this conceptual framework helps us to more fully understand The Sims game itself. 

Giddens argues that the lifeworld and social world do not exist alone as a code separate 

from social actors. Rather, actors draw on rules and resources while they are acting and 

in so doing reproduce the very social activities in which they are engaged. Talking about 

the duality of structure between the Sims and their environment would appear to be 

problematic, because the Sims are not actors—there are no actors in the equation until the 

player enters the picture. However, just momentarily I would like to imagine the Sims as 

actors (much as the players often do). Both the Sims environment and the Sims 

personalities hold within them certain structural patterns. For example, all the objects 

within the environment advertise certain actions—actions that make possible the 

reproduction of the patterns of daily life. The fridge, counter top, stove, and table hold 
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within them the code for preparing and eating a meal. However, without the Sim there to 

perform that code, they are nothing more than inanimate objects. It is only through the 

interaction of the Sim with the objects in the environment that the patterns of daily life 

can "come to life." The nature of Sim-to-Sim interaction demonstrates the co-dependence 

of structural properties and action. For example, the Sims come with the programming to 

show emotion through their body language and explicit symbols (+1- signs), but only 

when they actually interact do they get to "show" emotion. They are also programmed to 

engage in certain interaction sequences, but that programming is only manifested when 

the sequences actually take place. Similarly, the Sim personality contains certain patterns, 

such as being more active than neat. These patterns are not active until the Sim begins 

interacting with its environment and with other Sims. However, if we suspend our 

momentary delusion that the Sim is an actor, we realize that it is not capable of 

recognizing any of the patterns that it is supposedly enacting; it is just carrying out the 

instructions contained within its programming. Only with the player present does the 

action in The Sims become describable in terms that make it recognizable as everyday 

interaction or daily life. 

Before moving on to the player, however, I wish to discuss the other major 

relation between the Sim and its environment. One of the major differences between The 

Sims and "real life" is that the environment in The Sims is arguably just as "aware" and 

"smart" as the Sim. Objects read the Sims that are present and broadcast their interaction 

possibilities. In fact, Will Wright describes the intelligence in the game as residing with 

the objects, which carry the instructions for use with them. The Sim really has no agency 

except what is afforded to it through the available objects. This is perhaps the most 

explicit illustration of the nature of the situation. All the programming code for 

interaction in The Sims undeniably exists in the form of algorithms—no question. If 

Husserl played with (and thus projected himself into) The Sims, he would be ecstatic to 

find out that the game could be transcended and he could discover the entire lifeworld in 

the form of the programming language. But Sim-Husserl would never be able to be able 

to describe that lifeworid because he would lack (a) the language and (b) the audience for 

it. The algorithms would be absolutely meaningless to his fellow Sim-philosophers, as all 
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they would be capable of understanding would be that they (a) have basic needs and (b) 

are sometimes told by the objects around them how to fill those needs. The algorithms 

only make sense to the Sims when they are performed. 

The above tangent is meant to demonstrate that even though the programming for 

The Sims contains many of the elements of the patterns of daily life (for example, a full 

bladder requiring a person to use the toilet, a hug between friends resulting in the 

improvement of a relationship), that programming is not sufficient for explaining those 

patterns. The codes must be enacted. And a conscious actor must be present to attribute 

any sort of significance to them. 

B. Actor-Game 
The Sim/homunculi and its environment reciprocally construct each other in order 

to create the possible situations to the player/actor. Here, we will abandon the imagined 

status of the Sim as an actor and place the player back where she belongs. The only one 

capable of any action and thus able to put into practice the structural patterns of everyday 

life is the player. There is no game without the player present, and the player only 

becomes a player when there is a game; they cannot exist one without the other. Through 

setting goals and pursuing them, the player changes The Sims game from a jumbled set of 

programming instructions into a coherent narrative. The game contains within it an 

infinite number of combinations and sequences of action, but the player decides which 

ones make sense when they are put together. As I argued in the previous section, this is 

not always a fully conscious process (the player is not aware of all the reasons she does 

certain things), but what is important is that she is doing. 

The following section describes one interpretation of how the player makes the 

game into a coherent narrative, but there is first one more feature of the 

phenomenological reading of game play that I wish to explore—namely, the interrelation 

of the player/actor and the Sims/homunculi. One of the keys to interaction (in ongoing 

situations of co-presence) is the reflexive monitoring of that interaction by the actors 

involved. Much of this monitoring occurs on the level of practical consciousness; we 

read our partners in conversation through, for example, observing their body language, 

listening to the inflections in their voices, and forming judgments about them. Normally, 
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we do not discursively give voice to these judgments. In The Sims, the Sims are not 

capable of reflexively monitoring one another. Granted, they can read (because their 

programming explicitly makes room for it through the relationship points), when a fellow 

Sim is unhappy with an interaction. However, they do not understand why that reaction 

happened, and a few seconds later they try the same interaction again because they do not 

remember the reaction. The player is the only one capable of monitoring the interaction; 

however, as I mentioned previously, the player must be able to imagine the Sim as a 

social actor with the capacity to "think" and "feel" in order to imagine the Sim as being 

engaged in any sort of communication process. When the participants made comments 

like "she came on a little too strong" (Dustin) or "they're interested in what they're 

talking about" (Jenn), they were showing the importance of the ability of a 

communicative partner to be able to impute intentions and feelings to the other. The 

responsibility for that activity with The Sims rests entirely on the player's shoulders. 

III. Meaning 
Here, I am finally going to bring together the different factors I have outlined thus 

far. Specifically, I begin by looking at the game and arguing that the interaction between 

Sims in certain situations creates constraints for the player. Next, I look at the 

reproduction of communicative practices through the creation of situations by the player. 

Specifically, I argue that the interaction between the player and the game enables two 

things: action and the monitoring of that action by the player. The key to understanding 

how players make sense of The Sims is examining how these constraining and enabling 

factors come together—through negotiation (see Figure 29). The play process involves 

confronting the frames/constraints manifested in the game design and trying to bring 

them in line with what the player is already familiar with through the experience of living 

life day-to-day. This is a circular process of reaching understanding, much like the 

practice of communication in the "real world," except that here instead of two conscious 

actors, there is one actor (the player) interacting with a computer game. Because there is 

only one actor, it would appear that a circular process of reaching understanding would 

be impossible, but because the player's actions constantly change the state of the game 

(the game is never the same from one minute to the next, or from one player to the next), 
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it is possible to argue that meaning is constantly being negotiated and indeed constantly 

changing. 

Figure 29: flow players are able to understand The Sims from a phenomenological standpoint; a 
combination of the previous two figures. 

A. Frames/Constraints 
Perhaps the most significant constraint that The Sims contains is the push for the 

player to engage in the strategic balancing mode of play. Each Sim family starts off with 

a very limited amount of Simoleans that they must use to purchase the lot, build the 

house, and furnish the house. The house must contain very basic objects that can 

sufficiently meet the Sims' needs: a fridge and bed at the very least. Maintaining a Sim 

family's happiness at the beginning of the game (for a non-cheating player) is a struggle. 

The limited funds allow for only the basic essentials—the cheapest furniture and 

appliances only improve Sim needs by small amounts—which means that the player has 

to concentrate on balancing the Sims' needs. In order for the Sim family to start making 

more than just enough to pay the bills, the wage-earners must make it to work on time 
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every day and be in a good mood when they get there, as well as find time at home to 

work on their skills and make friends. All this must be done in order to get the promotion, 

which results in higher wages and a handy bonus. Once the Sim family has more money, 

they can purchase more expensive objects that improve their needs faster (and even in 

combination, such as the luxurious bathtub that improves both the hygiene and comfort 

needs). Supposedly, the player would then not have to spend as much time balancing the 

needs, but as more objects accumulate, the more frequently they need to be fixed, or 

cleaned, or replaced. Thus, first-time players are forced to consider Sim-interaction as 

merely a means to an end; they do not have time to indulge in experimenting with Sim 

relationships because the primary need is keeping the Sims happy. Sims need to be happy 

in order to engage in extended interaction, because if their mood is low, they will not 

respond positively to interaction, and if their mood is very low, they will keep trying to 

wander away to fill whatever need is most pressing, such as bladder or comfort. In this 

case, the player will only get Sims to interact in order to (a) fulfill their social need or (b) 

make friends in order to get job promotions, because otherwise it is too much of a pain. 

Even when the player is not engaging in the strategic balancing mode of play, any 

other play modes require the Sims to be kept happy (except for the play mode that 

involves torturing the Sims—a valid and frighteningly common goal for some players). If 

the player wants the Sims to make lots of friends, or wants to advance the Sims through 

all the career tracks, or wants to tell a story, the Sims must be happy, because otherwise 

they simply will not follow the player's directions. Players can maintain happiness the 

hard way (balancing) or the easy way (cheating). Either way, almost all other goals must 

be subordinated to the need for happy Sims, and this is the main constraining factor of the 

game. This means that the non-sadistic player is conditioned to look at all possible 

interactions (with objects and with other Sims) with an eye to what benefits they will 

bring to the Sim. Celina's play best exemplified this framing of interaction; she spent 

much of her playtime in one house trying to cheer a Sim up because that Sim's mood was 

so low that she was boring to play with. 

Many of the other constraints on action have been touched on already in previous 

sections. These include the limited personality sliders, the eight specified needs, the 
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fifteen conversational icons, the sequential patterns of relationship building, the 

numerical values ascribed to the relationships, and the object-embedded interaction 

options. Basically, whenever a trait or action or consequence is explicitly defined, it 

becomes a constraint. Of course, at least some of those explicit definitions are required 

for a computer game to function (and not become so complex that it is not fun anymore), 

but when those definitions make a certain number of actions possible, they also cut off 

the possibility for different actions. For example, if a player is trying to pay attention to a 

Sim conversation, and the Sims seem stuck on a topic such as the weather, this limits the 

options the player has for interpreting that conversation. In contrast, the Sims' body 

language and vocal intonations (gibberish) open up interpretations, rather than cut them 

off, because they are not explicitly defined in words or numbers or even symbols. They 

are shown in the "language" that humans know best, that resonates with us on the level of 

practical consciousness. 

One other important constraint on the ability of the player to imagine fuller 

interaction is the inability of the Sims to be considerate of their fellow Sims. The Sims 

exhibit no intersubjective reciprocity or reflexive monitoring, in phenomenological terms. 

Their number one concern is always their own happiness; they have no regard for the 

feelings or needs of the other Sims. They do not have the ability to cooperate. When two 

Sims are both hungry, they will both head to. the fridge for a snack, rather than recognize 

that if one of them took the time to prepare a meal while the other, for instance, cleaned, 

they would both be better off in the long run. As well, they have a very limited sense of 

appropriate versus inappropriate actions. For example, a very outgoing Sim will try to 

give back rubs to most Sims who come across her path, regardless of the status of the 

relationship and thus the probable reaction. Not only that, but the Sim will perform the 

action again after she has already aggravated the other Sim. These constraints on the 

Sims' knowledgeability make it necessary for the player to take a very active role in 

steering Sim-to-Sim interaction, if she wants it to be realistic. Of course, if the Sims 

could do it all themselves, it would remove much of the need for a player—and we 

cannot forget the importance of the actions of the player. 
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B. Action 
Unlike most other computer games, The Sims allows, even encourages, the 

players to get around many of its constraints. For a moment, however, we are going to 

conveniently forget about the various cheat codes and hacked objects, and instead 

concentrate on "honest" action. Players commonly used three tools for creating 

meaningful action in the game: the re-creation of familiar patterns, projection, and 

narration. All three of these tools have been discussed previously, so here I will only 

highlight their importance in regard to the creation of meaning. 

Just as the game comes with pre-constructed patterns of everyday life, the player 

comes with pre-constructed ideas about those patterns. For example, in Sara's world, it is 

proper for a couple to eat their meals together, so she would try to make sure the Sims 

could eat at the same time, at the same table. For Celina, a large part of the pattern of her 

life involved playing with her cats, so when Unleashed expansion pack was released, she 

was able to re-create her relationships with her pets in the game. Dustin tried to re-create 

some of the spatial patterns from his life, such as the exact layout of his apartment. 

Similarly, the players also re-created personalities and relationships from their lives by 

projecting themselves and others into the game. In other words, the players already have 

models of everyday life (including the patterns and relationships) in their minds when 

they approach the game, and these models form another set of constraints (or frames) on 

the action possible in The Sims. 

As well, players come with a pre-formulated idea about how action should be 

explained—the narrative framework. They want to be able to attribute motives and 

reasons, feelings and desires, histories and memories to the Sims in order to explain their 

actions. They want to be able to explain action as moving forward (with a discernable 

plot), and they want to see characters with whom they can identify. This desire for 

narrative structure is not only part of how we conceive of ourselves as social actors, but it 

is also part of what we have come to expect from computer games. Even Dustin, who 

may have been less interested in telling stories about how the Sims interacted, liked to tell 

stories about setting his goals and meeting them. 
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C. Negotiation 
Where it all becomes interesting is when the player's models of interaction meet 

the game's models of interaction—through play. Here, it is helpful to refer back to the 

model of communication as formulated using the work of Habermas and Giddens. 

Habermas paints a picture of communicative action (oriented to reaching understanding) 

as ongoing negotiation (through language) between two actors (alternately speaker and 

hearer), where they attempt to reach understanding. Understanding comes about when 

they both have common definitions of the three "worlds"—objective, normative, and 

subjective—to which they refer during communication. Giddens's work helps to flesh out 

the entire interaction process, particularly its basis in practical consciousness and its 

importance for social/institutional/lifeworld reproduction. Social actors engaged in 

communication reflexively monitor one another, on both the levels of practical and 

discursive consciousness (language). This model of communication can be applied to the 

interactive process of game playing, with some tweaks. 

First, of course, neither the game itself nor the Sims within it can be classified as 

an actor. The player is the only actor in the equation (with the exception of the designers, 

but the designers are not in the picture at the point of play). However, the player projects 

actor-like qualities onto the game itself and onto the Sims in particular. This projection is 

crucial to the argument that playing The Sims is interaction. While the game frames 

interaction in a certain way, when the player starts playing, the game changes according 

to the player's actions. It does not consciously change, or understand the reasons for its 

change, but it changes. This allows the player to imagine the game (and the Sims) as a 

partner in interaction. And, I would argue, this is one of the key factors in the success of 

The Sims game. 

Second, both the game and the player come with a certain lifeworld at their backs, 

although, again, the lifeworld of the game is not the same as the one for the player. The 

game does not knowingly pull out stocks of knowledge from the lifeworld as an actor 

does. However, because the game is designed to promote certain interaction sequences 

over others, and because it pushes play in a certain direction (e.g. the strategic balancing 

mode of play), it does play a part in creating the situations of interaction within the game, 

as well as the situation of interaction between the player and the game. These situations, 
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in turn, determine the interactions that can occur within the game as well as the 

interaction between the player and game. Another important feature about the game's 

lifeworld is that it is fairly easy for the player to imagine the Sims as sharing a lifeworld 

similar to her own. Even though the Sims' lifeworld is relatively simple and more black 

and white than the player's, the player recognizes similar qualities such as the imperative 

to satisfy certain needs and the influences of personality traits. This recognition of 

coordination between the player's lifeworld and the lifeworld created and re-created for 

the Sims is another key to the ability of the player to interpret the interaction within the 

game. 

Third, there are really two forms of interaction that need to be distinguished in 

regard to playing The Sims: the interaction within the game between Sims and the 

interaction between the game and player. The player directs the Sims to perform certain 

actions, but must pay heed to the reactions of the Sims and the effects of her actions and 

change her future directions accordingly. Specifically in regard to Sim-to-Sim interaction, 

the player is only able to interpret it by comparing it (consciously or not) with her 

already-in-place ideas about face-to-face encounters. The player is only able to interpret 

the communication within the game by engaging in a process of communication 

herself—with the game. 

In summary, the player (through acting to create situations) constantly negotiates 

with the game (which comes with pre-constructed frames or constraints) in order to reach 

understanding about the meaning of the communication. This is a circular process, where 

the player tries to align her own pre-constructed models of social interaction (and social 

reproduction) with those that are built into the game. It is not a two-way process like 

"real" communication, because the game and the Sims are not conscious entities; 

however, because of the interactive nature of the computer game, this process of reaching 

understanding is more active than the hermeneutic process of reading a text. The actions 

of the player have direct effects on the nature of the game—the game changes to 

incorporate these actions—and in this way the communication process becomes 

something more than one-way and something less than two-way. 
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CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSION 

The research question stated at the beginning of this thesis was the following: 

How is communicative practice simulated in The Sims and how is its credibility 

judged/interpreted by the players? Before I could answer this question, however, it was 

necessary to first answer four important sub-questions: 

• What is simulation? 

• What is communicative practice? 

• What is The Sims? 

• How do players interact (play) with The Sims? 

The first three questions were aimed at addressing the first part of the research question 

(How is communicative practice simulated in The Sims?) and the fourth question was 

aimed at addressing the second half of the research question (How is its credibility 

judged/interpreted by the players?). On the most basic level, Chapters 2 & 3 (Literature 

Review and Theory) set up the concepts of simulation, game, and communication. 

Chapter 4 (The Sims) described The Sims game, and Chapter 5 (Players) explored how 

the game is played. Answering these questions thus made it possible in Chapter 6 

(Analysis) to answer the question of how the players judge/interpret the credibility of the 

communicative practice in The Sims. In this chapter, I will provide a more detailed 

review of the work done up to this point in order to draw it together more coherently, 

then indicate some directions for further research. 

I. Review 

What is simulation? 
Chapter 2 (Literature Review) concentrated on two key topics: simulation and 

computer games. First, I explored the history of simulation, beginning with its roots in 

early Artificial Intelligence work in the 1950s. The major goal of AT has always been to 

produce a computer program that can communicate with humans in such a way that they 

cannot tell whether they are talking to a computer or another human. AT researchers were 

split almost from the beginning on the best way to do this. Some (the traditionalists) 

believed that the logical rules and expansive memories of computers would allow the 

computers to accumulate enough "knowledge" to communicate with humans. Others (the 
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connectionists) believed that the key to Al was in enabling computers to "learn" on their 

own. In relation to these methodological splits, researchers were also confronted with 

philosophical debates such as the nature of knowledge. These research programs and 

philosophical beliefs form the background of present-day simulation work in academia, 

which I divided into three areas: the simulation of humans, societies, and communication. 

While important work is being done in all these areas, I focused on some of the 

limitations of the research. Work in virtual humans, for example, is mainly aimed at 

creating more photo-realistic humans; it takes a very micro view. Work in virtual 

societies takes the opposite macro view, trying to simulate, for example, the overall 

patterns of an economic system. Work in simulated communication is still focused on the 

passing the Turing Test (fooling humans). 

The second part of the Literature Review discussed the simulation work in 

computer and video games, which on some levels parallels the academic work. Early 

computer games were, like early Al, based on top-down knowledge structures, logic, and 

search programs. Similarly, video game developers dealt with the same kinds of issues as 

simulation researchers did—improving the graphics, creating more "realistic" interaction 

sequences. In regard to the current state of computer and video games, I focused on three 

particular areas: game environments, game characters, and game players. In all three 

areas, the scholarship is extremely limited, and one topic crying out for more study is the 

nature of computer game play. This study of the literature thus set up the importance of 

appreciating the player and play process, in addition to studying the game itself. 

One of my goals with the Literature Review was to show that the simulation work 

being done within the video and computer games industry is just as important as the 

simulation work being done in the research laboratory. When I first began 

conceptualizing the idea of the simulation of communication, I was thinking about it 

mainly in terms of the Al line of work that has been trying to pass the Turing Test. 

Simulation here meant the ability to recreate a human's capacity for communication. 

However, this was a problem, because the focus of my research, The Sims, does not try to 

fool humans into thinking they are communicating with another human. Thus, I needed to 

broaden the concept of simulation to include the ability to recreate patterns of human 
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interaction, which required a re-thinking of the position of the human (player) in relation 

to the simulation. This came through in the final section of the chapter, which briefly 

addressed the idea of play. In addition to being very deserving of study, computer games 

in general—and computer game play specifically—are also very much in need of more 

study. 

What is communicative practice? 
Chapter 3 (Theory) set up a description/definition of communication/interaction 

in the "real world." Here, I focused on a phenomenological frame for the work of two of 

the most significant social theorists: Anthony Giddens and Jürgen Habermas. One of the 

links that I drew between them was their shared root in the work of Alfred Schutz, so it 

was necessary to explain the development of phenomenological theory up through 

Schutz. The main purpose of the chapter, however, was developing the complementary 

concepts of lifeworid, actors, and communication/interaction. Basically, communication 

is the means through which social actors produce/reproduce the lifeworid and social 

world. I focused on, as Giddens terms it, the reference case for communication, which is 

the situated (in time and place), ongoing face-to-face encounter. Habermas explains 

communication (that is oriented to understanding, which for him is the reference case) as 

being an ongoing process of negotiation, whereby two social actors employ language to 

reach understanding. This negotiation is not, however, always (or even often) a process 

that we think about in words; much of it happens on the level of what Giddens terms 

practical consciousness, which is the know-how or competence or knowledge-of-how-to-

go-on. Practical consciousness includes our ability to reflexively monitor many of the 

non-verbal parts of communication and thus draw conclusions about the competence and 

truthfulness of our communicative partners. The definition of communicative practice 

that I thus employed throughout the rest of the thesis was the following: communicative 

practice is an ongoing process of reaching understanding between/among social actors 

in situations of co-presence. 

The other purpose of the Theory chapter was to try to establish the place of the 

social researcher in regard to studying communication and interaction. Again, I drew on 

Phenomenology and on Giddens to emphasize that when we are studying social 
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phenomena, we are working with already-interpreted knowledge frameworks. Social 

actors already attribute meaning to their own and others' communication. As well, the 

research process and the dissemination of research are themselves acts of communication. 

This aspect of social research needed to be emphasized in light of the significance of The 

Sims player as a social actor. 

In the previous chapter, the Literature Review, I had to broaden my conception of 

simulation; similarly, in the Theory chapter I had to broaden my conception of 

communication. Initially, I wanted to answer the question of "what is communication?" 

in order to provide a "real world" reference case of communication, then compare this 

"real world" communication to the communication simulated in The Sims. However, as I 

engaged in the research with the Sims players, I realized that the communication that I 

was concerned with was not only that within the game, but also that between the game 

and the player. Because I was defining communication as an ongoing process of reaching 

understanding (and thus an ongoing negotiation of meaning), the player took on the key 

position in the communication process. 

What is The Sims? 
Chapter 4 (The Sims) shifted gears in order to examine The Sims game. The 

chapter was largely descriptive, aimed at familiarizing the reader with the game as well 

as reinforcing the three themes that continued to run throughout the thesis: the game 

environment, the game characters, and the game player. Specifically, concerning the 

game environment, I described how the game looks to the player, as well as explained 

how its creator, Will Wright, conceptualized it. Within its design, The Sims reproduces 

some of the most basic patterns of human life, particularly those of North American 

suburban families. The objects in the surrounding environment and the Sim personalities 

(traits and needs) together determine the range of Sim actions. Wright used a form of 

distributed artificial intelligence (DAT), where the objects within the Sim environment 

contain the programming instructions for how they are to be used. He also filtered down 

the needs of the Sims to a limited number (eight) that are the driving force behind what 

autonomous Sims will choose to do. 
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Chapter 4 also addressed how the players are empowered during the play process. 

Even though The Sims is designed in a certain way, the players have an enormous amount 

of freedom (in comparison to other computer games) in determining their goals and 

adding elements to the game. I portrayed the players both as co-creators and as 

processors—co-creators in that they can contribute new objects and thus new interaction 

possibilities to the game, and processors in that they already possess a model of everyday 

life in their minds when they sit down to play the game, and playing accesses that model 

just as much as it accesses the model presented in the game itself. Already in this chapter, 

I was beginning to set up the idea that play involves the confrontation of the player and 

the game, that both the player and the game come with pre-packaged models of 

interaction/communication, and that the creation/uncovering of meaning in a computer 

game like The Sims is an ongoing negotiation between the two. 

As I stated above, answering the three questions of "What is simulation?" "What 

is communication?" and "What is The Sims?" should have allowed me to address the first 

part of the research question: "How is communicative practice simulated in The Sims?" 

While they provided elements of an answer, they provided an incomplete one, because 

the player had become absolutely crucial to any explanation of the communication in The 

Sims. Nevertheless, this incomplete answer would look like the following: The Sims 

simulates communicative practice through recreating patterns of everyday interaction, 

embodied generally in the interaction options, needs, and personalities that come with 

each object and Sim, and specifically in the body language, gibberish, speech icons, and 

relationship points that the Sims perform when they are engaged in interaction. However, 

the player must be actively engaged with the game in order for these patterns of 

interaction to take on any meaning. 

How do players interact (play) with The Sims? 
Not surprisingly, then, Chapter 5 (Players) turned the attention directly onto the 

player, where I framed the interview/observations that I conducted with five Sims players. 

Again, the three main features were play, the game, and the Sim characters, although in 

this case they were all described through the eyes of the players. Thus, instead of 

beginning with the game, as in Chapters 2 and 4, Chapter 5 began with the styles of play 
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employed by the participants. Here, I tried to give voice to the players, although it was 

unavoidable that my own voice would intrude, particularly in how I chose to organize 

and present the findings. Comments about play, interaction, and Sim personalities were 

all based on the data from the interview/observation sessions. Here, the three categories 

of interaction, personality, and play matched (a) the sections in Chapter 2 on game 

environment, game character, and game play and (b) the sections in Chapter 4 on game 

space, Sim characters, and players. This had not been consciously planned when I first 

conceived of the interview/observations, but rather arose out of the data during analysis. 

The rich data allowed me to begin to explore the relationships between the three 

elements—relationships that I termed conversation with Sims, conversation for Sims, and 

projection (see Figure 30). By framing the interviews in this way, I was able to flesh out 

the description of Sim interaction, Sim characters, and game play. 

Figure 30: A reminder of the original analysis of Sims game play from Chapter 5. 

One of the keys to Chapter 5 was that all the relationships (on the axes of the 

analysis triangle) among the three main categories (on the points of the analysis triangle) 

were really all actions of the player. The player directed the Sims, explained their actions, 

and even created their personalities in the first place (often by projecting herself into the 

game). Thus, in a broad sense, where Chapter 4 spotlighted the game, Chapter 5 

spotlighted the player, even though both chapters considered both elements. As well, in 

both chapters, I tried as much as possible to avoid an outright analysis of the data, opting 

instead to present it in a descriptive fashion in order to have enough information to 

attempt an analysis in the following chapter. 
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How is the credibility of the simulated communicative practice in The Sims 
judged/interpreted by the players? 

Consequently, Chapter 6 (Analysis) was devoted solely to answering the second 

part of the research question, rephrased here as, "How is the credibility of the simulated 

communicative practice in The Sims judged/interpreted by the players?" In addition to all 

the steps taken up until that point, I took three more steps to get to an answer. First, I 

directly applied some of the theoretical concepts from Chapter 3 onto the game 

description and interview findings as they were framed in Chapters 4 & 5. Second, I gave 

a phenomenological reading of the new combined framework, concentrating specifically 

on the reciprocal construction of the game and the player. Third and finally, I explained 

playing The Sims as an ongoing process of negotiation between the player and game. 

They both come with pre-conceivedframes (or models) of interaction, and playing is the 

means through which the player tries to hook the models together. Thus, interpreting the 

communication/interaction within The Sims is an ongoing process that must be engaged 

in by a player. 

In answering this part of the research question, I situated the activity of play as 

key to interpreting the communication/interaction within and with The Sims. Here, I will 

restate some key sentences from Chapter 6: The player (through acting to create 

situations) constantly negotiates with the game (which comes with pre-constructed 

frames or constraints) in order to reach understanding about the meaning of the 

communication. This is a circular process, where the player tries to align her own pre-

constructed models of social interaction (and social reproduction) with those that are 

built into the game. Thus, the player judges the credibility of (and interprets) the 

communication within The Sims by engaging in a process of communication with the 

game. This interaction between the player and the game involves merging the models of 

interaction contained within The Sims' programming with the models of interaction in the 

player's mind. The player's models have, of course, been formed through her own 

experience of living and interacting—particularly with other humans, but also, for 

example, with other games. The experience of playing The Sims in turn affects the 

player's models of interaction, as the experience becomes integrated with her previous 

experiences. 
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II. Reflections 
As has probably become obvious by this point, the idea of the Phenomenology of 

Play came to take on greater and greater significance as the work on this thesis 

progressed. When I first began conceptualizing the simulation of communication in The 

Sims, it was separate from communication in the "real world"—meaning that it would be 

possible to compare the two forms of communication. However, it became evident that 

the two ideas of communication could not be separated; the idea of communication 

within The Sims is only understandable within the idea of communication in the "real 

world." They are the same process. Luckily, I had been interested in the players of The 

Sims from the beginning, so as the thesis began to shift in focus, the players were there to 

absorb the pressure. Even so, I wish to return to the original research question once again 

in order to consider how it could have been better phrased or worked with. 

The research question for this thesis is, "How is communicative practice 

simulated in The Sims and how is its credibility judged/interpreted by the players?" 

However, if I were to reword the research question now, I would focus more on the idea 

of play—for example, "How do players of The Sims produce meaning from their 

interaction with the game?" Theoretically, with this type of question in mind, there are 

two areas that would strengthen the arguments in a similar thesis. First, in regard to the 

Literature Review, where I initially focused on the idea of simulation, a more fruitful area 

for study might be the idea of play. The Sims is often compared to a dollhouse, and it 

might be fruitful to compare my findings on the nature of Sims play to studies of 

children's play—e.g. play with dolls, playing house. Second, in regard to the 

phenomenological theory of communication that I used, it might be helpful to devote 

some extra attention to Goffinan's studies of the patterns of daily life. These could then 

be compared to the patterns recreated by players when they interact with The Sims. This, 

however, would require narrowing the focus of the theory considerably, as well as 

narrowing the focus of the research that I undertook. 

Empirically, I used a form of ethnographic interview/observations that were 

extremely open-ended. With an eye toward focusing on the idea of play, there are two 

ways in which I believe the methodology of this research could be improved. First, in 

regard to the interview/observations themselves, it would be beneficial to video-capture 
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not only the happenings on the computer screen (which I did), but also the player's own 

facial expressions and movements, for example (which I did not). In relation to this, it 

would be important to ensure the video-capturing of the computer screen is of a good 

enough quality to follow the cursor on the screen, in order to properly capture all the 

player's play. Second, in regard to the analysis of the data, it would be crucial to place as 

much importance on the non-verbal actions of the player as on the verbal. When I 

conducted the research, I was more interested in how the player discursively described 

what was happening on the screen (and thus made sense of it), but a similar study 

focusing on play would need to focus just as much (if not more) on the actions of the 

player. 

[II. Directions for further research 
The field of computer games study is still so young that there are an unlimited 

number of directions in which further research can be taken. The major studies thus far 

have concentrated on limited issues such as violence and gender, and only recently have 

other interests entered into consideration, such as narrative structure. One topic in 

particular that requires more attention and thought is the idea of the computer or video 

game player. With each successive chapter in this thesis, I moved more and more towards 

a player-centric analysis of The Sims, and wished there was more literature available on 

how to go about studying game play. While the study of play has been around for 

centuries, there are two problems with the play literature thus far. One is that it (not 

surprisingly) still suffers from its association with non-seriousness. The other is that 

computer and video game play is a unique kind of play, where the play partner is not a 

static object, such as a doll, nor another human actor. Not all computer games share the 

same amount of reflexivity of The Sims, but all are ongoing constructions, and this 

interactive process deserves more serious study. 

In regard to The Sims game in particular, there are a few features that I wish I had 

had the time and space to delve into. There are literally thousands of player-created photo 

albums that have been uploaded to The Sims official website and that are available for 

study. The story-creation process is very different from the play process that I observed 

in the interviews, because the story-creation requires the player to repeatedly pause the 
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game and write descriptions of what is happening onscreen. Here, the play process moves 

from the level of practical consciousness to the level of discursive consciousness, and 

thus deserves an entirely different level of attention than what I gave Sims play in this 

thesis. 

Another issue is gender. Approximately 60 per cent of Sims players are female, a 

number which is virtually unheard of in the gaming world. When I was recruiting players, 

I had a much higher number of female players express interest. Almost all of the males 

that contacted me had been Sims players in the past, but did not play it any longer, which 

lead me to guess that women are much more long-term players than males. It would be 

interesting to know if this is true, and if so, why. Indeed, the entire gaming culture of The 

Sims is worthy of further study, particularly since there is a large community of Sims 

players on the Internet. As well, the culture that is presented within the game itself (of 

suburban middle-class America) and its implications for game play could be explored, for 

example from a critical perspective. 

As I have stated before, computer games in general have thus far been woefully 

understudied—despite the facts that (a) the gaming industry is bigger than Hollywood, 

(b) many of the brightest minds in programming and Al want (and have) gaming jobs, 

and (c) the sophistication of the games only continues to improve. There is a need for a 

serious development of computer game theory, as well as serious study of the practice of 

playing games. Computer games are both deserving and in need of more study, and the 

theory and practice must be studied together, not separately. 
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Appendix A: Interview with Will Wright, January 27, 2003 

Hannah Scissons: For my thesis, I am studying the simulation of communication in The 
Sims and how the players receive it. I am proposing that players find it credible and that's 
what is behind the game's success. Could you talk briefly about how you conceive of The 
Sims, in very general terms? Do you think that it's an appropriate game for social 
research? 

Wifi Wright: The Sims is kind of a lot of things at once, but no one thing in any hard 
level of detail. Part of what it's trying to model are the social structures that develop 
between the little autonomous people and of course that a large part of that is the way 
they communicate and develop these relationships. The social dynamics between them 
obviously are a very simplified caricature of reality, but yet the process through which 
they get to know each other and develop relationships and communicate, I think it 
becomes again a caricature of social systems. There's not a lot of cultural modeling in 
The Sims, which is to say that they all pretty much speak the same language, they're from 
the same culture, there aren't cultural misunderstandings between them. It happens more 
in an emotional dimension. There are psychological differences between them that 
moderate how they get along and the success of various interactions. The Sims Online in 
a sense has a bit more of that, in terms of the group structures, as they get more elaborate. 

US: I've read in other interviews that you were interested in the architecture aspect of the 
game when you first began conceptualizing it. Why did you move from a game about 
building houses to a game about people and everyday life? 

WW: Initially, the idea was the intersection of two inspirations. One was Christopher 
Alexander, who's kind of a [inaudible] theorist and architect. He wrote a very interesting 
book called Pattern Language which is kind of a [inaudible] aspect of environmental 
design impacts human behavior and how you can look at needs of humans and derive 
environmental design principles from that. I wanted some game that kind of connected 
environmental design to behavior. The other inspiration really came from a previous 
game I did called SimAnt, which is a simulation of ant colonies. We tried to simulate the 
ant colonies pretty realistically, the way they communicate, the way they organize, and it 
turned out to be a very robust model, in terms of distributed environmental intelligence, 
following pheromones, or chemical traces. And I began wondering how elaborate, if you 
took the same kind of model of distributed artificial intelligence, how well it would scale 
up, in particular whether you could simulate human behavior using that same kind of 
distributed intelligence. Those two things kind of came together in The Sims. Of course, 
one is much more design-based, architectural and once you start getting the behavioral 
model in for the people, I was pretty surprised at how robust it was, and how elaborate, 
and how plausible we could simulate these people and see a lot of different social 
interactions. And the people were really the interesting thing to play with, so the 
environmental design remained in the product, but once we've got this kind of behavioral 
model for The Sims, we wanted to push it off in different directions. The gist of the 
behavioral model, and one of the keys to it is that the intelligence is distributed through 
the environment, so all the objects that you put in the environment contain the verbs. For 
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instance, you put a pinball machine in the environment and it contains all the code, all the 
intelligence for a Sim to go and play pinball. And it also tells the Sim when it's 
appropriate to do so. The Sims are born with no knowledge about pinball whatsoever, but 
by putting this pinball machine in the environment, you're basically increasing their 
intelligence. Every object increases their behavioral range by little chunks. That was kind 
of one the early requirements that we had for the game, that we wanted it to be very 
expandable, so that we could elaborate the intelligence over time by adding more stuff to 
it. So that's kind of how it spun off into the people side. 

ITS: Why did you choose middle-class suburban America for your simulation? 

WW: We actually looked at a lot of different cultures and thought about it pretty hard 
because when we initially released The Sims, we actually released it in 14 languages, so 
we had a fairly ambitious schedule. It's really hard to do a game about everyday life 
without being immersed in the culture of that everyday life. We started trying to think 
what would be a generic, world-wide culture, and really the only culture that seemed 
pervasive across the globe that everyone is familiar with, is American television. We 
actually tried to use kind of American sitcom, which is really a stylized version of 
America in the 50s that never really existed. Even sitcoms back in the 50s like Leave it to 
Beaver, there never was an America like that, except for in people's imaginations. But 
people across the world have seen these shows. It seems like the closest thing we have to 
a globally-known culture is basically Hollywood. That's kind of why this thing, in a 
stylistic sense, references television, sitcoms, suburban 50s sort-of idealized Americana. 

ITS: It wasn't about trying to hit the best market? 

WW: We could have tried to aim at specific market but we would have failed miserably. 
We're one of the 14 languages, going to places like Thailand, China, Japan, Italy, Brazil, 
and the differences between the cultures are immense. There's no way that we could have 
localized the game well in any one of these cultures. It was much better for us to pick one 
and try and do it well, then putting the entire game in that culture and trying it 
individually. The other point is that we designed the game from the ground up to be very 
expandable, new objects, players themselves can create new objects. We left the 
opportunities for the players to go in and customize it. In fact, now you can go on the net 
and find whole collections of Asian furniture, and Asian skins, or whatever culture you 
can imagine. 

ITS: How did you determine how to construct the Sims' personality traits and needs? 

WW: In terms of the needs, what I kind of did was I went around my house, I looked at 
every object, and I thought why do I have this, what is it doing for me? I tried to find the 
smallest number of needs I could that would explain all the stuff around me in my 
environment. At first it was at 20, and then over time we trimmed it down more and 
more. We needed to get absolutely the most essentially smallest group of needs that we 
possibly could, and that became the driving dynamics for the behavioral model. Those 
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needs are the things that the objects are advertising, and that's why the Sims use every 
object. So there had to be justification for every single object that would appear in their 
world, it had to have some benefit to them, specified as a very limited set of needs. That's 
how the needs were derived. The personality variables like lazy, active, neat, those 
things, those had to do with how much variance could we demonstrate in the simulation 
between different Sims for any given action. We looked at all the objects, and what they 
were doing with the objects, and the types of opportunities we had for varying their 
behavior, and again we tried to come up with the smallest number of personality sliders. 
We had a lot of other ideas for personality sliders, but they weren't things we could really 
manifest in the simulations. 

HS: What sort of things were those? 

WW: They tended to be the more abstract things like ambition, or self-esteem, things like 
that. It would be very hard to look at two Sims and say, oh this one has high self-esteem 
and this one doesn't. Whereas something like lazy and inactive or neat and sloppy, it's 
very easy for the Sims to demonstrate those differences. It came down to the more 
physically obvious differences, the things that were immediately manifested in their 
behavior, and didn't require a higher degree of subtle emotional response. If you watch 
an actor in a movie, a good actor can project high self-esteem through a performance. It's 
really hard to do that with a polygonal character that doesn't speak English. That really 
limited our ability to increase the dimensions of their personality. 

HS: What would you add to the Sims' personality if you could? 

WW: The thing about doing a game like this is that it's really easy to add stuff. The hard 
part is taking stuff away. What we have to do to make a game interesting and compelling 
is to whittle it down to the smallest possible set. So, really, adding stuff is the easy part. 
We could easily add a lot of stuff. But that's not the approach I would take. I would say, 
for everything we add, it'd have to carry its weight. And it would have to demonstrate it's 
going to bring a lot of interesting new dynamics and variance and playability to the game. 
Otherwise, you're just overly complicating it. There's almost a larger issue, which is 
when a player comes up to a game to begin with, before they even buy the game, they are 
actually running a simulation of that game in their head. And if that simulation that 
they're running in their head isn't fun, they're not going to buy the game. You have to 
not only design an interesting game, but you have to design kind of a simplified form of it 
that you're going to present on the box. You have to bootstrap players into the 
understanding of this model, the simulation. Every time you add new factors to it, you're 
making ramping up into the game harder. 

HS: What are the principles behind the Sims' free will and autonomy? 

WW: At any given time, all the objects in the Sims' environment are all broadcasting 
advertisements. They are advertising different things. They can even advertise different 
amounts to different people. So the refrigerator is saying, food, hunger +20. The pinball 
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machine is saying fun, +10. Maybe the chess set is saying fun, +10 to someone who's 
more serious. But to somebody who's more playful, the pinball machine is going to be 
higher. So the advertisement amounts are individual to the Sim, but from any Sim's point 
of view, they're standing in this environment and all these things around them are 
advertising various needs. So the Sim looks at their current set of needs, their current 
state, and for every object, they imagine, well what would happen if my fun were 20 
points higher, if I played pinball, or if my hunger were 10 points higher if I went to the 
fridge. So the Sims imagine what would happen if I do this, if I do that, and looking at the 
net result on their happiness. What they're doing is they're saying, which one of these 
actions will increase my happiness the most right now. The way the happiness is 
calculated from the needs is not a linear function; it's fairly complex. It's not just a sum 
of the needs that equal happiness.... A Sim, at any point in time, when they're not doing 
something, they imagine doing every possible interaction, and then they decide, "Which 
would make me the happiest?" and then they go and do that. And these interactions also 
attenuate with distance. So the farther you are from an object, the lower the advertisement 
drops. So, if you're bored, and you want something fun, you're more likely to do 
something very close to you than to walk 5 rooms away and go do that. But some of these 
ads attenuate faster than others. Some of them drop off very rapidly with distance. Some 
of them are very flat with distance. And also, the advertising is based a little bit on past 
experience. So for instance if you have a Sim sleep in one bed every day, they'll actually 
develop a relationship with that bed, and next time they're tired, that bed will advertise 
higher than another bed. The beds have very flat advertisements, so once you train a Sim 
to sleep in that bed, they're going to keep sleeping in that bed even if it's all the way 
across the house. So we have a lot of adjustments in this model, but that's the way it 
works. What making this allows us to do is drop a brand new object into the world that 
the Sims have never heard of and they'll automatically use it appropriately. Once they 
decide, ok, I'm going to play pinball, what happens then is that the control, the 
puppeteering, gets passed to the pinball machine, so in fact it's the pinball machine that's 
controlling the Sim at that point. And all the code and animation for that interaction are 
embedded in the pinball machine. So the behavioral code for the Sim is actually 
distributed through the environment also. 

HS: How does Sim-to-Sim interaction work? 

WW: That actually works the exact same way. The Sims are objects just like anything 
else, and they advertise to other Sims just like anything else. So I'm sitting there, with my 
social bar fairly low, all the Sims in the room are all advertising social in various ways. 
As a matter of fact, every interaction that I could do to a Sim is advertising a different 
thing. It also depends on my personality. These advertisements can read by personality 
before they tell me what they are. Another Sim might have tell me a joke as an 
interaction, and before it tells me what it's advertising, it reads how playful I am, so if 
I'm very playful, it says, in that case, tell ajoke is worth 20 social points instead of 5. It 
increases the likelihood that I will choose to tell a joke. It's the exact same mechanism, 
but it's the little quirks, but I think if you're used to wrapping your mind around it, it 
makes perfect sense. 
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HS: What is Sim happiness? 

WW: Sim happiness really is a function of the needs. Each need has a particular 
contribution curve, or variable weight. For instance, the hunger normally is worth, if all 
the bars are around zero, they're equally weighed, but some bars as they get low, the 
weight of that bar goes up. So if hunger is very very low, it can be worth 10 times its 
normal weight, which makes it more than all the other bars put together. Other ones 
actually go up on both sides. Social, for instance, if it is weighted around zero, its weight 
is one. If it goes low, it can go up 3 or 4 points, and if it's high, it can go up that much 
also. So if you can get a Sim's social up very very high, it's a much bigger impact on 
their overall mood, than if it's neutral. By adjusting those weights, basically we had these 
situations we would put them in and observe what they would try to do and then when we 
saw something that just goes way out of the ballpark, very implausible, we would go 
back and figure out, what's the least amount we have to do to this model to make this 
situation simulate as more plausible. This is how you tune any simulation, with test 
patterns, and each test pattern has expected results. If I set a fire, my Sim should get 
upset, or if they're starving, they should go to the fridge and eat. If the simulation doesn't 
match what you expected it to do, you have to figure out some way to modify it to do 
that, without adding more stuff to it. 

HS: Did things fall into place as you were designing the game, or were there things that 
made it difficult to make the simulation match what you expected? 

WW: Things that involved dependencies between objects [were difficult], because one 
disadvantage of this model is that the objects don't know about each other. There were a 
couple of situations where we had to build fairly elaborate code into the game that would 
deal with that fact. In particular, cooking was a nightmare. 

HS: Much of what we do, we don't consciously think about, but you had to consciously 
think about what you do during the day and why in order to make the Sims appear 
human-like. How did you do that? 

WW: When we walk around and go to lunch, go to work, and wake up, and brush our 
teeth, and whatnot, we do these things on autopilot. There's actually an interesting book 
about this called The User Illusion, by a Swedish author [Tor Norretranders]. He was 
analyzing how much data was coming in through our senses. Our visual system takes in 
something like 100 million bits per second, our auditory system about 10 million, our 
tactile system about 10,000, each one about an order of magnitude lower. But all in all, 
our senses are taking in over 100 million bits of information per second, but yet our 
conscious stream of thought is something like 40 bites per second, a very tiny fraction of 
what our senses are taking in. So it would appear that a lot of our intelligence, perhaps 
most of it, is a filtering function. It's deciding which of this cascade of information 
coming into our body is actually relevant to us at any given point in time. That conscious 
stream is just dealing with the extreme little things that we've decided are important to 
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us. Really, our intelligence is that filtering of stuff that we're not consciously aware of. 
Apparently, a lot of our decision making is the same way. With The Sims, what I wanted 
it to do is to show how everyday life was played like a strategy game, that strategy is time 
management, that we play all the time so sub-consciously that we aren't aware of them. 
But when you start playing the game and it becomes kind of surface at your conscious 
level, then you can't help after playing the game to go back and self-reflect on your life 
and how you're making these decisions and how you're spending your time, and what 
motives are driving you to do particular things. So a lot of the game was kind of an 
attempt to resurface the strategic decision-making that we make every minute of every 
day. 

HS: How did you attempt to resurface the strategic decision-making? 

WW: The game obviously is very focused on time management. What you're trying to 
do minute to minute is optimize the Sim's happiness. You do that by choosing which of 
the available interactions they choose at any given moment. I think that's what people are 
generally doing in real life. Generally, if you look at everything you're doing, there's 
kind of this promise that it'll make you happier. Even if it's going to work and working in 
drudgery, it's usually for the promise of happiness somewhere further down the line. Oh, 
I'm working here, but one day I'll get promoted and get a good job and then I'll be 
happy. Even the things we don't really think of as fun, we are doing them either for short-
term or long-term gain, the happy dimension, including economic decisions, our 
relationships we get in to, falling in love, having kids, hobbies, all this stuff, we do kind 
of for that reason. 

HS: In regard to the icons for Sim conversations, how did you pick them? How did you 
decide what the Sims could communicate about? 

WW: We wanted a fairly generic set of topics that every Sim had, some level of some 
specified interest in. We came up with something like 15 topics, and these were very 
generic things like weather, religion, politics, finance.... Every Sim has a score assigning 
how much they're interested in that particular topic. When they start talking to each 
other, they're trying to negotiate, trying to talk about topics they're going to enjoy. 
Basically, a Sim initiating a conversation will pick one of their favorite topics, the top 
two or three favorites—they're trying to talk about that. So I talk to you about weather, 
and then you say, "Oh, actually I'm not interested in weather," so you might reject that 
and you might propose a counter-topic. You might say, "Let's talk about politics." And if 
we both have a high interest, we'll keep talking, and our relationship will slowly climb 
up. If we can't find a topic that we share, then our relationship drops, and we find out 
we're not really interested in each other. The thing with relationships is very simple kind 
of hill-climbing thing between the Sims, and there's also a lot of mapping between their 
personality sliders. For instance, a Sim that is really playful might get along better with 
another Sim that's playful, and not so well with the really serious Sims. ... But you 
know, opposites work out, not so much for relationship reasons as for more strategic 
reasons. When you actually try to build a household of Sims, to run a successful 
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household, and to get them more friends, economic success, typically it's better to have 
one Sim that's extremely outgoing, that works on the relationship-side of meeting the 
neighbours and making friends, and having another one that is maybe more serious or 
better in some of the job skills. Making a Sim very social with the personality slider is 
kind of a dual-edged sword. If they have a high social personality, then they're going to 
be much more successful with their social interactions with other Sims, but at the same 
time their social need drops much faster, so they require much more socialization. We 
designed the personality sliders so that setting them all high wasn't the ultimate Sim, that 
there's kind of a downside on both sides of the equation. 

HS: How did you decide on the number of points for the personality sliders? 

WW: 25 was half. It was an interesting decision. A lot of what you do in game design is 
you try to [inaudible] a lot of interesting decisions the player has to make. Some players 
put a lot of time and effort into spinning those points, and in testing we saw that.. ..One of 
the things I've done is graphed the Sims community as an ecosystem. In fact, there are all 
these different layers to it with interdependencies between them, groups of players 
depending on other groups. The way it's grown and diversified has been very similar to 
the growth of an ecosystem and diversification. 

HS: Arguably, nonverbal communication is much more important in The Sims than 
verbal, because the Sims don't actually talk. Why did you choose the actions that you did 
(e.g. hugging, slapping)? 

WW: It wasn't very scientific. It was more that we sat around and brainstormed a bunch 
of ideas, ran them by the animators, the animators said, yeah, we can do that pretty well. 
We wanted to have a pretty nice diversity of things, from good to bad, neutral. We 
wanted things that would reflect the personality differences. The body animation, the 
vocal tone, we did actually record tons of wave forms with different kinds of emotional 
nuances. It really is a simulation of results that occur from these things. But there wasn't 
really a very structured process for doing this. With The Sims Online, there's a little bit 
more structure. We have nested social interactions a lot more in TSO. We went through 
and divided all these interactions into a fixed number categories and we categorized 
them. So, in TSO, the categories are things like greetings, sad, angry, happy, silly, cool, 
transactions, and everything has to fall into one of those categories. Actually, we have 8 
categories for Sim-to-Sim interactions and 8 different categories a Sim's individual 
expression. We've been adding with different expansion packs new interactions to The 
Sims 1.0 also. [e.g. kisses in hot date] That's another example of being able to expand the 
behavioral [inaudible] of the Sims with these add-ons. 

ITS: What methods did you use to determine what appropriate and inappropriate social 
interaction consists of, or what makes relationship points go up and down? 

WW: When a joke is advertised, it's not actually trying to predict whether the Sim that's 
advertising will like it or not. It's actually looking at, is the Sim that's going to tell the 
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joke, is that a playful Sim, is that a Sim who would like to tell a joke... It's looking from 
the point of view of the Sim that's initiating the action. 

HS: How did you determine what would appear appropriate to a Sim? 

WW: A lot of that had to do with we're trying to use their personalities and their and 
needs and everything as much as possible. Whether an interaction would succeed or fail 
would be dependent upon something that you could reasonably infer by knowing a Sim. 
For instance, a Sun who's not very social, and is very shy, is going to be much less likely 
to react well to a kiss, unless the relationship is really high. It's actually a summation. 
With that simplified example, it would be the relationship minus how shy they are, and 
also their mood. A lot of it is collapsed into the results here. One of the hardest things is 
getting a Sim to get married to you, the proposal thing. There's a whole long list they 
would go through of reasons why they wouldn't get married. A little bit easier is how 
well they get along. There's kind of a chemistry between the Sims, depending on their 
personalities. When you do the zodiac signs, if you look at the description for Sagittarius, 
it will actually tell you, they get along best with Capricorn and Aries or something. 
Actually, it was all determined experimentally; it's not actually astrology. What we 
actually did was we actually put in a Sagittarius, had them interact with every other 
zodiac sign for hundreds of hours, with the simulation cranked up full speed, and then we 
observed the results. Which ones ended up liking each other the most? It's not the 
astrology, it's empirical. 

HS: I assumed the zodiac signs were meant to match the sort of personalities you'd find 
in a newspaper. 

WW: We picked the signs, and the signs kind of map to the personality sliders. Those 
personality sliders define a five-dimensional space. We divided the five-dimensional 
space into 12 roughly equal regions. Then, we went and read, okay, this regional space is 
people that are somewhat slobby, kind of shy, fairly active, etc. etc, then we tried to pick 
the zodiac sign that best matched that. So the zodiac signs do roughly match what you put 
into the personality sliders. But empirically is how we decided which ones got along, and 
that was all based on experimental data of running The Sims on autonomous in hyper 
speed. 

HS: How did you decide on the general patterns of relationships, for example progressing 
from stranger to friend to in love? Why did you pick that? 

WW: I think of it more as chaotic behavior. The gist of chaotic theory is that a chaotic 
system is one that a very small change somewhere in the beginning of the system can 
lead to widely different change at the ending of it. So, you have some systems that are not 
chaotic. Imagine a ball on the edge of a bowl, and it rolls into the middle. That's not 
chaotic at all, because it doesn't really matter where you put that ball along the edge of 
the bowl, it's always going to end up at the bottom. But if you turn the bowl over, and put 
the ball on the top, it becomes chaotic. Now, depending on exactly where you put that 
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ball, it's going to roll in a radically different direction, and end up on the opposite end of 
the room or something, just because you moved it over a couple of millimeters. So that's 
a chaotic system. And I think social systems have all the elements of chaos to them. It 
could be that this one person that you just met said this one thing to you about this other 
person, changes your relationship with them, and causes whole different things to 
develop between you and them over months or years. And that's what we wanted to 
capture in the system. It's not strong patterns of this is how you tell a joke, but rather the 
chaotic patterns of, just because I met her, and I was in a bad mood, we never got along 
well for the rest of our relationship. The idea that a person-person can make a big 
difference, is almost a chaotic idea. The idea that to hear that that person was in a bad 
mood when you met them first, and you always have a low opinion about them, that's 
chaos in social systems. That's more what we were trying to build here, is a system where 
it's a very large space of possible states the system could demonstrate, and there were 
plausible reasons why the system moves from this state to that state. We can look at two 
Sims who fell in love. You can go back and reconstruct what happened and why they fell 
in love, but it could very easily have turned off in a totally different way with just one 
event changed. It's that something else between plausibility and unpredictability that is 
the basis for a lot of these systems, and those are the systems that we tend to find the 
most interesting. The ones that are totally predictable, we find boring. And the ones that 
are totally random, we don't find interesting. But the ones that are balanced on what they 
call the edge of chaos are the ones that our brains really evolved to attempt to understand. 
I can't tell you exactly how to make two Sims fall in love. There are so many 
dependencies on what their personalities happen to be, what mood they're in, even the 
declaration in the room that they're currently sitting in can have a difference. Whether 
you like the fire or not before you propose can have a difference. It's a multi-dimensional 
space that you're navigating here, and there are just too many dimensions to this space to 
give a simple characterization to. But yet you can go back and run A to B experiments. I 
could set up a game where you could try proposing to somebody and they would decline 
in one game but then you would light the fire in the next game and they would accept 
because it was balanced, it was right on the edge of that variable. Or maybe you didn't 
have a food processor when you cooked dinner, and because of that, the hunger wasn't 
quite high enough. What I'm saying is you can end up with plausible results, and still it 
can be very dependent on so many dimensions. There is a certain inertia [to 
relationships]. What we're trying to do is have a lot of different strategies to where you 
can get better making friends. Everybody can have a different strategy. Yet there is a 
certain amount of work involved. Depending on the personality, you might climb that hill 
with humour, or you might climb that hill with having a better environment, or just 
having a lot of things in common in your interests. There are a number of different 
strategies you can use to climb that relationship hill. 

HS: In regard to a background of understanding, can you describe what the Sims have in 
common or take for granted? 

WW: The one thing that they do know and that they do have in common are the eight 
needs, the five personalities, the fifteen interests. Basically, you're talking about the data 
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structures, the underlying data structures for the simulation. Everything that happens 
between the Sims and the objects is defined in terms of that data structure. In some sense 
it defines their current state of their world and it defines their world around them. The 
data states for the Sims includes their personality variables, their needs, their interests, 
their relationships. For objects, it's a little bit simpler, but they have states too. They can 
be dirty or broken or whatever. But it's the data structures, all the communication 
between the Sims really occurs through them. 

HS: Do those data structures map to our world? 

WW: It maps in a very simplistic, map-like way. Basically, a model is like a map. It's a 
vast simplification of a more complex system and that's what brings value to it. If it were 
actually a copy of the real system, they would have no value whatsoever. If I were to give 
you a satellite map, and you're going on a trip to London, the satellite picture of London 
isn't going to do you a lot of good, but if I give you a model of the metro, or the subway, 
or the underground, then basically, it's removing huge amounts of detail, and leaving you 
with very specific details that in fact are more relevant to your understanding, and what 
you need to know. The Sims is a very very rough caricature that captures some of the 
main elements of our real life. Obviously, it's leaving out huge amounts, but by leaving 
out huge amounts is why you're able to approach it playfully and kind of understand it 
and play with it. The real value there is in removing elements of the real system. Strip 
away all these detail dynamics and detail factors that tend to obscure the real core. 

HS: What kind of details did you remove? 

WW: There are so many things that we left out of the game that we could have put in, 
that we decided were not worth the complexity. There's an old Japanese saying that says 
your garden is not complete until there is nothing else which you can remove and that's 
kind of the way we approached this. We started with about 20 needs, and eventually got 
down to 8, and every one of those, we had a struggle on how we removed it. There were 
major systems that we left out of the game like laundry. There were architectural issues 
that we had to simplify, to make lego-like architecture. When they have a baby, the baby 
just appears. There's no pregnancy and all that. They don't really grow old. The time is 
kind of simplified in a very obvious way, the time-flow of The Sims. The language 
obviously, was pretty much removed aside from the emotional component. Seasons, 
that's kind of back to time. There's a lot of minutia, at the object level. You'll notice that 
they don't have little tiny things on their tables. They have either a big computer or a 
lamp. They don't deal with pens and pencils. You can look at any single part of The Sims 
and look at how vastly it's been simplified. 

HS: How did you strip away the details and still have the game make sense to the 
players? How did you get rid of things we take for granted and have it make sense? 

WW: Another way to look at this is what do you want the players to be thinking about 
when they play the game. And in kind of a strategic sense, what do you want the players 



159 

to be thinking about in The Sims are a set of balances. It's almost like cascading scales. 
And depending on what you're doing, different people are focusing on different balances. 
You might be trying to balance friends versus family in the game, or it might be family 
versus career. It might be social versus money. Each one of these has factors pulling you 
in that direction in The Sims. And they also have interdependencies. For instance, I might 
want to entertain a lot of friends, but my house is a dump, and so I feel like I need to 
make economic progress to achieve social progress. So there are linkages between these 
things. But any player that sits down and plays the game is going to have to make a value 
judgment and decide what to me would be success. We don't really tell the player what 
success is in the game, because that success might be being married and having a lot of 
kids, or it might be being at the top of your career track. 

[Here there was a tape change, and the following is from the notes: The Sims have no 
ambition. It's the player who brings ambition to the game.] 

WW: Things like laundry aren't terribly important for balancing some of these factors. It 
helps inform you what things are more easily lost than others. Whereas for instance, the 
need for sleep and energy can directly impact a lot of these things, so that's one we chose 
a lot for a lot of the balances or strategies the player is likely to embrace. 

HS: What do you mean when you refer to players bootstrapping into the game, or when 
you say that players will try to reverse-engineer the simulation in their head? 

WW: That seems to be one of the prime features of our kind of intelligence, is our ability 
to model the world around us. Now if I were to pick up a chair and throw it at you, you'd 
probably duck. In your head, you're actually running a little model of, oh, I see if the 
chair kept going that way, it would hit me, and it would hurt, I'd probably be injured, my 
life would become less happy. You're actually instinctively running these models all 
around you all the time. And as we started living in social systems, a lot of our 
intelligence, our brain, became dedicated to modeling not just the physical world around 
us, but the social systems that we were living in, embedded in. It seems to me no 
coincidence that the most intelligent species on the planet are generally the most social 
ones. It appears that a lot of our brainpower has evolved to help us predict the 
motivations and desires and intents of people around us. That's also the basis for 
empathy, which is kind of the basis for story, and movies, and all that. It's all leveraged 
off of this ability to model another person that we have in our head. In a game, we're 
really trying to look at how we leverage that other modeling system. In essence, these 
games are running on two computers: they're running on the computer in front of you 
and the computer up in your head. And we want, for instance, the way the Sims talk, a lot 
of what is going on in the game really is occurring in your imagination. And we try to 
think about that as designers. How do we fully leverage both computers? We want the 
game to run efficiently on the computer in front of you, and we also want to make as 
much use as we can of your imagination, because that can do a lot of stuff that the 
computer in front of you can't do. We think about that a lot, in terms of what the player's 
middle model is, of the game that they're playing. If they're playing with SimCity, most 
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people come to SimCity with a very simplified understanding of the way cities work. And 
that's okay, that's enough for them to actually start playing the game. Over time, they 
start realizing that maybe the city's a little bit more complex than I thought about it. I 
hadn't really considered fully the way transportation interacts with the growth of a city. 
And so what they're doing is tearing down their middle model of the city and rebuilding 
it a little bit more elaborate. They're bootstrapping their model up to a higher level of 
complexity. In that sense, if you think of computer games or models as education, what 
they are is really compilers. They're compiling a better middle model in the player. And 
that's the model that we're really trying to build, is the one in the player's imagination, so 
the computer model just becomes a tool for helping to build a better model in your 
imagination. We learned a lot from the stories the players were telling. In fact, when we 
were first testing The Sims, we didn't even have that. It was watching the players playtest 
that gave us the idea. But whenever we do an expansion pack now, one of the things we 
look at are the player stories that they're telling. That gives us a really good idea of where 
their imagination wants to go but the game won't let them. We can really hit the brick 
walls they're hitting in their imagination with the game through the player stories. And 
when we do the next expansion pack, we say, oh, they really wanted to have gardening, 
let's throw gardening into this also. Or whatever it is. It helps let us know where they 
want the game to go. 

ITS: Did your projections about who the users would be meet reality? 

WW: It's kind of exceeded our expectations. One of the things is that I wanted to have a 
game that, one, they would enjoy. When we first came out with The Sims, about 25% of 
the customers were female, which is really high for a computer game. After the first year 
or so, that has inclined steadily, and it's now over 50%, which is quite remarkable. For 
the TSO it's about 50% also. In terms of age, it's been very very wide, all the way down 
to 6 and 7 year olds and all the way up to grandparents. That's almost more remarkable, 
how smooth the age grouping curve has been. There seems to be sort of generations. 
There seem to be, I'm not quite sure about this, there seem to be a lot of cross-
generational collaboration here, where a mother and her daughter will play together, or a 
kid and their grandparent, which I find kind of interesting. 

HS: I want to switch gears here to ask you what your definition of communication is? 

WW: Obviously, communication is information. I tend to think of these things in terms 
of nested networks. You can imagine an aggregate network of nodes and they 
communicate and beyond some level of communication, they form a higher-level entity. 
And you can imagine this at almost any scale. For instance, we might have a group of 
friends, and we sit around and talk, and we decide to go to a movie together. Now we're a 
group of people going off to consume this entertainment. There also are other groupings 
you can belong to, other networks. They can be your coworkers, that you work with in a 
company, and you communicate very efficiently with these other people that you work 
with, but as a larger entity, you're actually competing. Your company is competing out 
there and it has its own communications and relationships with other companies and 
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suppliers and whatnot. So you can imagine these companies as nodes now, with 
communication flowing between them. A marketplace works that way. You can go all the 
way down to the cellular level, and in fact you're made up of trillions of cells that are in 
some form of communication with one another, and they're in tight coordination to form 
you as an organism. I tend to think of communication in that sense, in terms of, it is the 
links that define a network, and that network becomes some entity in a larger 
environment. 

HS: What about the Sims? What is communication in regard to the Sims? 

WW: I hadn't really thought about the Sims so much in that way. They do work that way 
in terms of living with families, group. I thought that way a lot more with TSO. TSO was 
heavily influenced by this kind of nested network idea.... The Sims really started out 
more influenced by what I was seeing with certain biological systems like ant colonies, 
the models of distributed intelligence. The Sims is like that. It is still a series of nodes that 
are connected. The information that flows between them defines a certain efficiency. For 
any Sim at any point in time, they have to make a decision, what am I going to do next. 
The efficiency of that decision is moderated by how well the information flows from the 
environment into them. They have all this available information flowing into them and 
they have to sort through it and the answer is in there. Just like you have 10 million bits 
of information flowing into you right now, and what you do next is going to be basically 
determined by that information flowing into you, and you as a competing entity in this 
world are going to make good use of that information, or bad use of it, or whatever, but 
there is going to be some optimization, some of the fitness assigned to your next decision. 
With all that available information, did you make the best decision? Part of that 
information is going to go toward building a model of the world around you, as you're 
imagining, well, let's see, there's ajelly donut over there, I can pick up and eat the jelly 
donut, or I might get on the street and get a latte. Whatever it is, a lot of it is going to be 
based upon you taking the information flowing into you, using it to build a model in your 
imagination of all your different options, and there's alot of pruning there, in terms of 
there are, obviously, billions of options and you have to prune it down to a small number. 
And then you decide which is your best. There's this continual process of communication 
from the environment to you changing your decision and your behavior. Of course, 
everything in the environment, all the adaptive systems in the environment, other things, 
people around you, they have intelligence, are going through the same process. So it's a 
moving target, all the time. 

HS: Do the Sims build models? 

WW: They definitely do. They've actually got a pretty accurate view of their world 
around them. 

HS: Can they remember history? 
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WW: They don't remember why. All they can look at is, oh, I don't like that person or I 
do like that person. They're actually very very short sighted in that sense. But they can 
look at the relationship and say, that person really hates me, but they don't remember 
why. 
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Appendix B: Sim Needs 

Following are the descriptions given within The Sims game for the eight Sim needs and 

how to fill them. 

Hunger 
A refrigerator is the first stop 
for hungry Sims The kitchen 

appliances you buy them affect 
the quality of the food they 
prepare. They can also call for 

pizza if they don't feel like 

cooking 

Energy 

There is nothing like a good 
night's sleep to restore a sagging 
energy bar, For a short-term fix, 

try a nap on the couch or a hot cup 
of coffee. 

Comfort 

Sims need to be comfortable. If 
there isn't a comfy chair or couch 
to sit on or a nice hot bath to 

relax in this need can get mighty 
low. 

Fun 

Fun is different for everyone. 
Serious Sims may be more 
interested in reading a book, 
while playful Sims are more likely 
to enjoy some time at the pinball 

machine. 



Hygiene 

A shower or bath is always good 
for a dirty 53m, Hand washing 

after messy activities also helps 
keep hygiene high. 

Social 

Sims are social creatures, and they crave social interactions. 
They can fulfill their social need by interacting with family, 

friends, and neighbors. The phone is great f or inviting people 

over, 

gladder 

When aSim sgottago a Sun sgottago And there's reo Ily 
only one way to go--get them to a toilet with all due speed. 

Room 
Sims like big rooms with tots of 
light; windows help during the day 
and lamps are good at night, 
Decorations and landscaping 

bring this score up, but broken 
items, dirty dishes, or trash bring 
things down. 
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Appendix C: Recruitment Poster 

Oo You Play The Sims? 

•:• University of Calgary Masters student is looking for participants 

in a thesis project on communication in The Sims computer game. 

•:• Participation will involve being interviewed and observed for 

approx. 1 hour while you play the game. 

-*e If you are interested, please contact Hannah at 
hcscisso@ucolgary.ca ***Free Sims stuff for participants* 
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Appendix D: Player Interview Guide 

Pre-play 
• Date 
• Name 
• Age 
• Gender 

• How long have you been playing The Sims? 

• How many hours per week do you play The Sims? 

• How long is a general "play session"? 

• How did you begin playing The Sims? 

• Can you describe the situation within The Sims that we will be seeing today when 
you play the game? 

Play 
Encourage discussion of "who" The Sims are, what they are "doing" and "saying." 
Encourage player to prompt interactions between them. 
Ask why something happened/why player prompted certain actions. 
Ask if this is like a typical session. If not, what is different? 

Post-play topics 

• Goals/strategies 
• Definition of success 
• Autonomy/free will 
• Sims human-like? How? 

• Relationships 
• Satisfying play 
• Appropriate vs. inappropriate interactions 
• Credibility of what happened 
• What keeps you hooked? 



CERTIFICATION OF INSTITUTIONAL' ETHICS REVIEW 

167 

Appendix E: Certification of Institutional Ethics Review 

UNIVERSITY OF 

CALGARY 

This is to certify that the Conjoint Faculties Research Ethics Board at the Univerèity of Calgary has 
examined the following research proposal and found the proposed research involving human subjects 
to be in accordance with !Jniverslty, of Calgary Guidelinés'and the Tn-Council Policy Statement on 
Ethical Conduát In Research Using Hainan Subjects". This farm and ccompanyingJetter.constitute the 
Certification of Institutional Ethics Review. ' 

Applicant(s); Hannah C Scissons 

DepartmontlFaculty; Faculty of Communication and Culture 

Project Title: Modeling Communication Practices in The Sims 

Sponsor (If applicable), 

Resrrkdöw.:  

This Certification Is subject to the following conditions: 

1. Approval is granted only for thproject and purposes descilbedin the application. 
2. Any modifications to the authorized protocol must be submitted to th Chair, 'Conjoint Faculties Research" 

EthIcs' Board for approval,  

3. A progress report must be submitted 12 months-from the, date of this Certification, and-should proyide4he 
expected completion date for the project. ' 

4, Written notification must be sent to the Board when the project Is complete or.tsrrninated. 

Chair 
Conjoint Facuties Research Ethics Board 

Date: 

DistrLbuflon (I) Applicant, (2) Supe r(ifappltôabte),(3)Ch,Deparftnent/Faetlty Research EthsConmitee, (4)Siionsor, 
(5) Conjoint FacultitslReseamh Ethics Board (( escacsh Ser,'cea 

09/00 

2500 University Drive N.W., Calgary, Alberta, Canada T2N 1N4 • www.uculgaryca 
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UNIVERSITY OF 

CALGARY FE 
CONJOINT FACULTIES RESEARCH E HICS BOARD 

c/ PoseArrih Services 
• Telephone: 43) 220-3782, 

'Fax: (403) 28M69$. 
• Email: plaans©ucatgary.ca 

To: Ms. Hannah Scissons 
Faculty of Communication and Culture 

From: On Janice P. DicIdn,.Chálr' 
ConjointPaculties Research Ethics Board (CFREB) 

•Re Ethics ProtsatModifittiofl Modelling Cbmmurdcatlofl PracticésinTh,SIths' 

Date:, Febwary2O 2OO 

The Certificate of Ethical Approval issued on 24 October 2002 continUes in fore' and,'#xteilds 
modifications as set out in your request forapproval,,dated February 19, 2003. Your reci'es tOaddan 
obsenvatmnal component to sessions wtih The Sims players Is approved, and you should attach a copy of 
the documentation you provided 'in order to request this amendment, together with a cdçi of this 
memorandum, to the original Ethics Certification in your files., ' ' •• 

Janice Dickin, Ph.D., LLB, Professor 
Faculty of Communication and Culture and 
Chair, 'Conjoint Faculties Research EthicsCômmlttee 

cc: Chalr, Faculty/Department Ethics Committee 
Supervisor: On D. Mitchell 

2500 University Drive NW,, Calgary, Alberta, Canada TIN 1N4 :wvw.uaigaryc 


