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COMMUNITY IN ONLINE MULTIPLAYER MINECRAFT 
 
Kenzie Woodbridge 
Royal Roads University, British Columbia Institute of Technology 
 
Play is a central, social, constructive, and transformative human activity and formalized 
play in the form of games and game playing is a ubiquitous feature of twenty-first 
century social life. Seven hundred million people worldwide play games online with 
others (Spil Games, 2013). For most, the social aspects of multiplayer games are at 
least as important as the gameplay (Ducheneaut & Moore, 2005; Ducheneaut, Moore & 
Nickell, 2007; Wang & Wang, 2008; Ratan, Chung, Shen, Williams, & Poole, 2010; 
Whippey, 2010; Kaye & Bryce, 2012; O’Connor, Longman, White, & Obst, 2015; Potts, 
2015, Osmanovic & Pecchioni 2016). Online multiplayer games function as the modern 
equivalent to pubs, parks, or community centers (Williams, Ducheneaut, Xiong, Yee, & 
Nickell, 2006; Ducheneaut et al., 2007) where players come together casually and find 
social learning (Ducheneaut & Moore, 2005; Banks & Potts, 2010; Ratan et al., 2010), 
social interaction (Lee-Leugner, 2013), and even community (Cole & Griffiths, 2007; 
Ducheneaut et al., 2007; Poor & Skoric, 2014; O’Connor et al., 2015, Riordan & Scarf, 
2016). 
 
If a community is a social group in which members experience a pleasurable sense of 
belonging and significance (McMillan & Chavis, 1986), then online gaming spaces are 
an importance source of community for many people of all ages and from all parts of the 
world. However, game social spaces range from supportive and kindly (Williams et al., 
2006; Ratan et al., 2010; Whippey, 2010; Kaye & Bryce, 2012; O’Connor et al., 2015) to 
hostile, violent, and bullying (Ballard & Welch, 2015). Prosocial online multiplayer game 
communities should be available to those who desire them. The central question in this 
research is this: if it can be established that a multiplayer Minecraft server offers a 
prosocial community experience, how and why is that prosocial community constituted? 
This suggests three avenues of investigation. First, how do server design, gameplay, 
and interaction impact prosocial community experiences and to what extent can those 
elements encourage altruism, empathy, and helping? Second, what moderation 



strategies make prosocial community more likely or sustainable? Third, how important 
are individual players, their motivations, and shared social learning to the prosociality of 
a community? To answer these questions, I have taken an interpretive, qualitative, two-
phase approach to my research. 
 
Methods 
 
In this research, my site of analysis has been Minecraft multiplayer culture and my 
methods—virtual ethnography and interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA)—fit 
within the interpretive paradigm. This is appropriate because the concept at the heart of 
this research, community, itself exists primarily as an interpreted phenomenon.  
 
In the first phase I applied the ethnographic practice of participant observation to playing 
Minecraft in two multiplayer servers selected for their apparent prosocial qualities. This 
observation totaled 140 hours. I then inductively coded my observations and 
experiences, and analyzed them through the lens of McMillan and Chavis’ (1986) 
community theory. In the second phase, I conducted five in-depth phenomenological 
interviews with players I had encountered in the first phase and analyzed those 
interviews using IPA. Cultural knowledge gained during the first phase provided a rich 
contextual backdrop for understanding and interpreting participants’ specific 
phenomenological experiences. 
 
Conclusions 
 
Given online games’ centrality in modern sociality, the social climate of those spaces is 
important. Understanding how prosocial community is created and maintained is 
important, both for the players who spend their time and energy there, and for society 
as a whole. My expectation for this research was that although player motivation would 
be an important factor in determining whether a server was prosocial in orientation, 
design factors such as whether or not a game server preferenced mob-killing over 
construction would also have a significant influence on the prosociality of a server. 
However, it is clear from this research that it is the prosocial orientation of players and 
the commitment, social skill, and integrity of server moderators that is most key to 
creating and maintaining a prosocial gaming environment. Although game design can 
support prosociality, game design factors appear to be much less important overall, as 
prosocially-oriented players make more prosocial choices regarding whether and how to 
engage with less prosocial game design and content. As a result, for individuals wishing 
to create prosocial Minecraft communities, it is attracting the right players—and refusing 
entry to the wrong ones—that is most important. This research explores all of these 
factors in more depth, and also investigates what criteria prosocial players use to 
choose a server. 
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