
Before looking at how it is possible to create a truly immersive virtual world, it is necessary to look at why one would wish to create such an environment. There are several advantages to creating an environment in which the user becomes fully immersed; The user will be inclined to visit this world again and again, and so will be willing to invest time and/or money to become a part of this world. The environment its self can be of great value to company that created it as they may charge subscription fees, provide additional downloadable content, allow for advertising etc. There is also room in these virtual worlds for massive expansion at minimal cost, allowing the business to grow and thrive without taking too large a financial risk. Finally, these environments have almost limitless uses; from social networking to gaming, corporate training to the perfect place for small business star ups.


As an immersive world grips the user, it invites them to return, to continue spending more of their lives away from reality. Clearly, by getting it just right and creating something that people will use on a daily basis, for whatever reason, there is a massive opportunity to accrue vast amounts of revenue.

“

Profit for WOW in 2009 

“


From these figures it can be concluded that an online virtual environment, which is considered by most users to be deeply immersive, is possible of creating large profits as well as recruiting and keeping vast numbers of subscribers. The popularity of these worlds and environments means that any additional content released will almost certainly be successful and be responsible for bolstering any income received from subscription fees. The sheer number of people exposed regularly to this medium means that it is a near perfect platform for advertising. There are several advertisements already in existence which use the popularity of the game World of Warcraft to boost sales. An American ad recently released depicts two people shopping, then turning into characters from the game and battling over the product.
   Clearly the influence these artificial environments exert over the real world is such that advertising in this way is immensely effective.  There is also the benefit of product association: those familiar with the product being advertised will then associate that with the game it is linked to. Advertising in such a way allows product awareness to grow and entices new people to sign up to the game world who might otherwise be oblivious to its existence. 


These immersive environments can also gain popularity and subscribers for entirely different reasons. The “game” Second Life is for many people, as the name suggests, an online world where they can become fully immersed and create another existence for themselves.  The fact that this environment exists, and has secured a firm following, indicates that many people are more than willing to let themselves slip away from reality and into another existence where they can choose their appearance, back-story and even cultivate on-line relationships between other users avatars and their own. Hard to label, Second life could be seen as a game, social online experience or a place of business. 


In recent years, as companies have grown and expanded, there has become a need for training, conferences and meeting to be held across several time zones and thousands of miles. These immersive virtual environments seem to provide a perfect setting for this. IBM’s website has recently posted a series of tutorials to teach businesses how to take advantage of  worlds such as Second Life. It lists the uses of Second Life as 

“

· Team building

· Conferences

· Training and education

· Product Marketing

· Demonstrations

· Visualising complex structures 

 ”   

Advertising can also benefit from being place in virtual environments if a game becomes popular.  Advertising research shows that males 17 to 25 are more aware of products placed in games than any other media. If advertising companies chose to target demographics like this the can do it through dynamic advertising in virtual environments. This type of advertising is beneficial for the advertising company, all involved in the virtual environments creation, and the products or subject being advertised. 

President Obama used dynamic advertising to reach out to the younger male demographic to advertise that early voting has begun in America during his campaign to become President. He used the dynamic advertising in games such as Skate, Sims3 and below Burnout Paradise.    
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This is a concept that was presented to Presidential candidate John McCain. He passed on this method of advertisement.

Using virtual worlds with advertisement can also make the virtual world become more immersive. Parallels between the immersive virtual worlds and the real world such as trade mark clothes and cars can draw a user in further. In the game Test Drive Unlimited the user can drive Lamborghinis, Ferraris and Mercedes cars which some users might not ever drive but cars that most people are aware of and would like to drive. In this title you can also stop at a clothes shop and dress your character, the unique twist on this is that Ben Sherman the clothing company is the only brand you can style the driver with. The reason this is so unique is because most users can afford Ben Sherman clothes. The virtual world becomes more immersive because it is blending products users see in the real world weather they are obtainable or not.      

The world created in Second Life is such that it is possible for users to create their own content and upload it into the world in which they are virtually present. This simple fact means that users can then charge fellow inhabitants for copies of their product, whether it be clothing or objects , for in the in game currency of Linden dollars, which can in turn, be exchanged for American dollars. This constant trade creates a steady and thriving economy in which small businesses can thrive and grow without the pressures of production costs, hiring employees etc, and the subscription fee would effectively constitute the rent required for a premises. 


The uses of  a virtual world which is truly immersive are almost endless, and it is clear that by creating such an environment, the developer has great opportunity to influence its users. It can allow them to become financially and even emotionally invested in the world. Other that the points mentioned here, creating an immersive would is also desirable for anyone in the game industry in general. By getting the player hooked on the world the developers have created, they almost guarantee a repeat customer for any additional content or sequels as well as getting positive feedback on the game released.


Although it might seem logical to assume that the game world with the most realist visuals, creative effects and in depth and complex gameplay would be the most immersive, you need only look back 25 years to the first batch of text based games. MUDs (Multi-User Dungeons) were the first example of an immersive world in a virtual environment. Initially created by only one or two people, these games gained a cult status and quickly expanded outside of the university walls where they began. Basically a text based adventure, generally based on the popular board game dungeons and dragons, it allowed users to create a character and explore a pre-programmed environment. The player would type in simple text commands to progress through the game. One of the main features of the games was that the game could constantly be updated and expanded by the users, preventing the experience from becoming stale too quickly. “Basic“, would be the word to describe this virtual environment, yet it still managed to capture its users and draw them into the virtual environment. Clearly, as there was no graphical representation of what was happening, other factors must be considered. The ability to influence the game world in which the player is immersed, either by programming new content or by directly playing the game, seems to be key in hooking the players. By being able to create and influence the world around them, the players feel like they are part of the environment, as opposed to simply wandering through a set environment which has already been written and explored, and will yield the same results and experiences time and time again.


Another key factor to note is that in MUDs player can interact with each other by writing messages in the virtual room. By allowing these people to interact and communicate, they are able to collaborate to change and explore the environment together. As Amy Bruckman notes “  Langdon Winner  remarks that ‘social activity is an on-going process of world making’  ”
. By allowing the users to interact with one another, it encourages their growth within the game world and of the game world. The character they present to the virtual environment need not be a true reflection of themselves in the real world. The user can select the characters sex, background etc, and this fluidity of persona makes interaction interesting and exciting, offering the chance to act and behave in a totally different manner than they might otherwise act. In the adventure based MUDs it is almost considered taboo for the player to discuss the real world. However, in MUDs without the player having any virtual monsters to contest with, the players  were more likely to discuss the real world. 


Even though the player was required to use their imagination for the visualisation of the adventure element of these games, the social interaction with other users encouraged them to return and spend time away from the real world. It appears that by players being allowed to interact and discuss and adapt the game, it is easier to throw themselves more fully into this fantasy world. According to the poet and philosopher  Samuel Taylor Coleridge by infusing “human interest and a semblance of truth”
 it would be possible for an audience to accept a fantastic tale in the hope of being entertained. By allowing users to create their own truth as well as the human interest of interacting with real people in the same state of  suspended disbelief, it creates a heightened level of immersion.

There are many techniques typically employed by developers to create a game which offers the player a place in which reality can be eluded, but do they need to be on a large budget? Can smaller “indie” or web based games be as competitively immersive as those produced my multi-million pound studios?


Obviously the games, whether they be consol based or MMORPG, produced by large companies have an advantage over smaller, less experienced developers. They have a larger pool of resources; from artists, programmers and level designers, to musicians, writers and researchers not to mention vast sums of money. However it is possible that smaller games can be created which can still immerse the user in its virtual economy, story and structure, on the same scale as big budget productions. By following a simple set of principals, they can work on the same way as the MUDs of old. 


A prime example of this would be the free to use Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Game RuneScape.  RuneScape can be played on almost all computers through the web browser and boasts its position as the worlds most popular free MMORPG in the Guinness World Records
. At first glance it may be difficult to see how it has manages to earn such an accolade. With is simple graphics, requiring little from the computer running it, simple sounds and effects, it would be difficult to imagine that it could immerse a player on the same scale as large titles such as Second Life and World of Warcraft.


However, in much the same way that MUDs were so inexplicably successful at drawing the gamer in, RuneScape has several of the most important elements which create a place in which the user will gladly spend hours in. The game allows the user to customise their visual representation of the virtual selves. The avatar they create can be customised to suit how the player wants to be portrayed in the game, and how others will perceive them. Even in this basic form, the customisation of a virtual presence is the first step in allowing the player to loose themselves and become someone other that who they are in the real world. Another key factor is RuneScape’s open world. The player has the option of taking what they want from the experience of playing the browser game. They can spend their time fighting monsters and duelling other player, competing quests alone or co-operatively, increasing one of the many skills available as means of trade, or simply interacting with other users. By giving the player so many options, even in such a simply rendered world, it allows them to become part of the world by not binding them to a set number of tasks and quests. 


Again, the ability for the player to interact with users on the same servers by means of chat windows, means that the players experience can be shared, discussed and collaborated to make the experience a richer and more gratifying one. Also because of its relatively simple platform it can be easily upgraded regularly, meaning that the experience is always changing and evolving. So, as they player is logged off from the game, the world they left continues on, unlike simply pausing a game, the environment they come back to could be different each time. This not only draws the player back into the world out of curiosity, but it also means that the online social standings, economy and events change and fluctuate much like the real world, without the player having to worry too much about consequences or repercussions of these changes.


The immersion of this game is unquestionable as it boasts 6million monthly users, typically between the ages of 8-20 years old.
 Arguably the age group with the lowest attention span and increased likelihood of playing larger titles on a regular basis, RuneScape still manages to encapsulate the essence of a truly immersive world. By restricting almost 60% of the game world to paying users ($5 a month), it allows the free users to become immersed in the virtual land and feel like a true inhabitant of the land, enticing them to pay the relatively small monthly fee.


This is proof that although high end gameplay animations and mechanics as well as visuals  and sound can help draw a player into a gaming experience, it is not essential. In place of these methods, an open ended experience and lots of player to player interaction can work just as well to truly enthrall the player.

Virtual environment are getting harder to define with the new advances in computing. Traditionally a virtual environment is a computer simulated environment that can simulate a real world location or a completely fictitious one through computer screens. There has been new and unusual ways of creating virtual environments in the last ten years such as augmented reality, 3d simulators, and advanced head equipment. An example of augmented reality being used in an unusual way is in the Ludwig Maximilian University of Munich, Germany. It is being used to train medical students to identify and treat injuries. A human stands in front of a student who is wearing a special headset which places an x-ray type image over the part of the body the user is looking at10. The student is then required to identify where the injury is, what it is and how to treat it. This can be used to give the student experience of dealing with common or unusual injuries daily rather than the randomness of working in a clinic or hospital.
An example of advanced head equipment being used is the way that the United States Navy used it to train soldiers to parachute. The soldier puts on the headset and is suspended from a rig which is connected to a computer. The computer simulation, which is controlled by a human controller, is then run and the soldier has to then land with various obstacles to overcome such as equipment malfunction and weather condition changing from a calm day to strong winds. These conditions would not be able to recreated or recreated safely in the real world. 
Some virtual environments combine more than just one user interface in order to immerse the user. For example flight simulator, medical training and gaming consoles use visual, sound, and more recently haptic technology, force feedback, to create immersive environments. Force feedback creates vibrations and forces and apples them to the user. Forced feedback is used to create resistance in medical simulators to teach medical students how to operate on a patient. In flight simulators it is used to recreate vibrations the pilot would normally experience through the yoke. 
In gaming forced feedback is widely used in most consoles to immerse the player in what they are doing. Wii, Xbox, and PS3 all have vibration technology in there controllers to respond when the player fires a gun, falls off a ledge to lower ground, punches, drives a car or is watching a cinematic that involves the player. Other devices such as treadmills and gloves have been used in virtual environments to improve movement in virtual worlds to give a batter sense of immersion. Our senses play a big part in immersion and by stimulating senses that would normally be affected by an activity such as firing a gun it can draw the user in further to the virtual world hence the advances in different technologies to immerse the user weather it is for training or entertainment purposes.
Gaming as well as using technology is using techniques such as stories, music and high quality visual effects to create an immersive world. Stories in games are getting more complex and more character driven. Story trilogies such as Mass Effect and Gears of War have been used to give the player a sense of scope of a virtual world that is bigger than what they have actually seen in the game. Character driven games such as; Call of Duty uses the characters to draw the player in through the story. In this case the player takes the roll of a rookie soldier put into an elite team which in turn is put through a touch series of events to stop a weapons trader. The first game ends with the player’s team being killed and the rookie surviving. In the second game the player again takes the roll of a rookie only this time the player is following the character they controlled in the first game thus giving the player a sense of attachment to the story from the start of the second game and a sense of familiarity as they taking on the same roll again. Music and visual effect are getting the same treatment as the storyboards of games. Many games studios have their own art and music production, in comparison with the game such as Mario which twenty years ago that had a simple repeated tune in the background of the game and simple representation of a small Italian man games techniques have become more complex in drawing a player into the game. Team work has become a big part in some immersive games with broadband getting better it means that players across the world can play with each other, and use of headsets allows players to talk as well as play. Communication like this means in games such as World of War Craft, Halo, Gears of War etc. many players can work together to complete missions. It also gives a better sense of immersion as there is a connection to a character because there is a player controlling them not just A.I. Inovative technology in the last five years such as motion capture has started to play a part in game immersion and looks to be an interesting part of console’s future. With the success of this being mainly from the Nintendo Wii it has made juggernauts Sony Playstation and Microsoft Xbox look at this field of user interaction with project natal from Xbox and PS3 magic wand. Xbox is taking the route that PS3 took with the eye toy and the eye pet and using a camera to motion track a player and translate their motions onto the screen. Playstation are going with the magic wand which has only been demoed to the public in a handful of polished trailers, will either of these ventures pay off for the big companies the way it did for the once pronounced “console that would never take off because it was not a next-gen high graphics producing machine like PS3 and Xbox” only time will tell.

Creating an immersive game can have many advantages for many people. The game company makes money and gets recognition for the work that they have put into it. Advertisers and sponsors get money for the game doing well and by association make their own name more popular. Players get more enjoyment out of a game being immersive. Although some other aspects of immersive games have shown that it isn’t always a good thing. For example a man was stabbed to death in Shanghai after he sold his friends virtual sword online for real money11. The main confusion in this case was the Chinese man stabbed his friend to death after he had been to police to report that his sword had been stolen and sold. The police told the man however that if the sword didn’t actually exist then no law had been broken. Another example of game immersion becoming a problem is the Korean couple that allowed their baby to starve to death while they raised an online child12. These events have shown that immersion can become an obsession for some people which have led to some games having restrictions put in place in countries such as China to stop players becoming addicted. The restrictions include computer automatically locking the user out or making them unable to earn points which allow the player to level up. Some children in China have also been sent to deprogramming facilities for treatment after becoming addicted to the role-playing game world of warcraft. 

A positive unexpected outcome from immersive games is the virus in world of warcraft. A virus outbreak inside the game which killed thousands of player’s characters provided medical scientists with accurate information for a disease model13. This information was more accurate than a computer simulation because unlike the simulation the W.O.W characters were controlled by real players not A.I. which meant they would behave exactly how humans would if the same thing happened in the real world. Some players who had the blood disease in the game went from village to village trying to cure themselves of the disease which spread the disease further killing more characters. Other players ran from villages scared that they would become infected and some player went to the aid of friends dying from the disease even when they knew they would be infected with the disease.

To understand the reason some virtual environments can be so immersive we have to look at the psychology behind the way we perceive things as the user is as much a part of the reason the game is so immersive as the virtual environment its self. Immersive worlds such as games can give users the opportunity to be challenged or do things they wouldn’t normally be able to achieve in the real world. Games such as football manager allow you to manage football teams, dj hero and rockband allow you to play guitar drum or become a dj. Although these are task the user could possibly achieve in the real world it might not be a fun task to perform as in a virtual world or it wouldn’t be as accessible or time consuming. Also not all games are photo realistic and not all games have you doing real things like fighting aliens in space or managing Scotland to win the world cup, but these games still become captivating. When the user starts to play the game it seems to be the psychology behind the game that binds them. Players have the ability to control and become the character rather than relating to the character as you would in a film or a book. This type of immersion works because there is nothing between the user and the events, although the events are still scripted like in a movie they happen pending the player’s decision in the virtual environment which is the way things often happen in the real world. By giving a player a more controlled experience of what is happening it draws them in rather than them watching someone else doing it. Basic instinct can also play a big part. Every little boy plays pretend war games and many war games are extremely popular online. Guns explosives and team work drive into the game the fundamentals of making the game immersive, a sense of ultimate good versus evil and a sense of comradery weather the teammates are A.I. or human controlled.  
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