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SuperGaming! is:

•massively scaled, as in supersized gaming 
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SuperGaming! is:

•massively scaled, as in supersized gaming 

•embedded in and projected onto everyday public environments, as 
in superimposed gaming.  
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SuperGaming! is:

•massively scaled, as in supersized gaming 

•embedded in and projected onto everyday public environments, as 
in superimposed gaming.  

•able to heighten the power and capabilities of its players, as in 
superhero gaming; 
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SuperGaming! is:

•massively scaled, as in supersized gaming 

•embedded in and projected onto everyday public environments, as 
in superimposed gaming.  

•able to heighten the power and capabilities of its players, as in 
superhero gaming; 

•designed to harness the play of distributed individuals into a high-
performance problem-solving unit, as in supercomputing gaming. 
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Networking that is:

ludic (gamelike) 
• rule sets govern action & interaction
• there is a shared goal and clear “win condition”
• “magic circle” is created
• transformative through play

& spectacular (for an audience)
• public display
• large or lavish scale
•contrast, friction and/or surprise
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RFID tags

LANs

PDAs
Social networking software

Cell phones

Wi-fi laptops

GPS devices

What is What is SuperGaming!SuperGaming! ? (technological)? (technological)

Platforms

Public message forums

blogs
Wikis

Tagging software

Applications

SMS

Digital cameras
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do-it-yourself supercomputer culture

networked console gamingsmart mobs

live action role playing
superhero culture

open source ethic
& hacker culture

urban computing

What is What is SuperGaming!SuperGaming! ? (cultural? (cultural--historical)historical)
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The Tele-actor Project (Alpha Lab/UC Berkeley)

Moderately collaborative play
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the co-opticon project & demonstrate (Alpha Lab/UC Berkeley)

Moderately collaborative play
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Tele-Twister (Alpha Lab/UC Berkeley)

Moderately collaborative play
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ORGANUM (Berkeley Institute of Design
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Research questions

Moderately collaborative play
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Research questions

• How do collaborative strategies change in the absence of verbal
communication? 

Moderately collaborative play
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Research questions

• How do collaborative strategies change in the absence of verbal
communication? 
• Can competitive sub-structures improve overall collaboration?

Moderately collaborative play



JANE MJANE MCCGONIGALGONIGAL Computer Systems Lab Computer Systems Lab –– Colloquium @ Stanford University   Colloquium @ Stanford University   2.23.052.23.05

Research questions

• How do collaborative strategies change in the absence of verbal
communication? 
• Can competitive sub-structures improve overall collaboration?
• How does leadership emerge and evolve during highly condensed, 
quickfire collaborations vs. ongoing collaborations?

Moderately collaborative play
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Research questions

• How do collaborative strategies change in the absence of verbal
communication? 
• Can competitive sub-structures improve overall collaboration?
• How does leadership emerge and evolve during highly condensed, 
quickfire collaborations vs. ongoing collaborations?
• What non-averaging algorithms and untraditional statistical categories 
could be used to best represent the collective judgment or desires of the 
group?

Moderately collaborative play
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Research questions

• How do collaborative strategies change in the absence of verbal
communication? 
• Can competitive sub-structures improve overall collaboration?
• How does leadership emerge and evolve during highly condensed, 
quickfire collaborations vs. ongoing collaborations?
• What non-averaging algorithms and untraditional statistical categories 
could be used to best represent the collective judgment or desires of the 
group?
• Does collaboration require community?

Moderately collaborative play
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Design challenges

Moderately collaborative play
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Design challenges

• How can do you design a problem that requires collective effort?

Moderately collaborative play
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Design challenges

• How can do you design a problem that requires collective effort?
• How can your interface communicate individual, differentiated roles 
within the collaborative structure?

Moderately collaborative play
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Design challenges

• How can do you design a problem that requires collective effort?
• How can your interface communicate individual, differentiated roles 
within the collaborative structure?
• How do you design for collective intelligence, rather than hive mind or 
mob effect?

Moderately collaborative play
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Design challenges

• How can do you design a problem that requires collective effort?
• How can your interface communicate individual, differentiated roles 
within the collaborative structure?
• How do you design for collective intelligence, rather than hive mind or 
mob effect?

How do you get enough people together to test the projects at 
larger scales and higher densities?

Moderately collaborative play
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Design challenges

• How can do you design a problem that requires collective effort?
• How can your interface communicate individual, differentiated roles 
within the collaborative structure?
• How do you design for collective intelligence, rather than hive mind or 
mob effect?

How do you get enough people together to test the projects at 
larger scales and higher densities?

PUBLIC PLAY. URBAN ENVIRONMENTS.

Moderately collaborative play
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Situated Gaming
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What is situated gaming? 

Think: Clay Shirky’s “situated software” (2004):

Situated Gaming
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What is situated gaming? 

Think: Clay Shirky’s “situated software” (2004):

• “A refusal to embrace scale”

• Social software that is the right size for the right community

• Ideal # of users: 10 – 150

Situated Gaming
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What is situated gaming? 

Think: Clay Shirky’s “situated software” (2004):

• Duration as the temporal equivalent of scale – reject this too

• Short life, or one-off, deployment

Situated Gaming
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Situated gaming is the practice of developing small-scale 
games designed for specific local communities.

It is currently the norm in experimental and research-
oriented pervasive game design.

Situated Gaming
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A few of my favorite situated pervasive games:

PacManhattan
(NYU’s ITP 2004)
Scale: 5 street players, 5 online players

Situated Gaming
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A few of my favorite situated pervasive games:

Asphalt Game
(Intel 2004)
Scale: single player street play

Situated Gaming
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A few of my favorite situated pervasive games:

Can You See Me Now?
(Blast Theory/Mixed Reality Lab, 2003)
Scale: 4 street players,
20 online players

Situated Gaming
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A few of my favorite situated pervasive games:

Uncle Roy Around You
(Blast Theory/Mixed Media Lab, 2004)
Scale: 4 street players,
20 online players

Situated Gaming
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A few of my favorite situated pervasive games:

The Seamful Game
(Equator Project)
4 – 16 street players

Situated Gaming
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A few of my favorite situated pervasive games:

Big Urban Game
(Design Institute 2003)
Scale: 30 street players,
3000 online players

Situated Gaming
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“The more the better.”
– Andrew Fluegelman, founding member of the 1970s New Games 

movement, on the optimal number of players.
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“The more the better.”
– Andrew Fluegelman, founding member of the 1970s New Games 

movement, on the optimal number of players.

Read: there is a phenomenological pleasure in being part of a 
larger (much larger) whole.
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“More is different.”
– P.W. Anderson, physicist, on the phenomenon of emergence — the  

unpredictably complex behavior of atoms in larger particle systems.
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“More is different.”
– P.W. Anderson, physicist, on the phenomenon of emergence — the  

unpredictably complex behavior of atoms in larger particle systems.

Read: Unexpected things happen when you scale up.
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“More is needed.”
– Pat Miller, computer scientist, on the massive number of PCs 

required to create an ad-hoc supercomputer.
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“More is needed.”
– Pat Miller, computer scientist, on the massive number of PCs 

required to create an ad-hoc supercomputer.

Read: Massive scaling allows you to create exponentially more 
effective and powerful systems. 
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More pleasure

More emergence

More problem-solving power
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Massively multiplayer 
online games already 
think big…

City of HeroesEverquest
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Massively multiplayer 
online games already 
think big…

But they face scaling 
challenges, as well.

Multiple servers limit 
interaction and 
accessibility.

City of HeroesEverquest
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But where is the MASS?

•materiality

•physicality

•embodied experience 
of a density of people

City of Heroes
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…And, but what about 
the MASSES?

•In the public eye

•Mainstream

World of Warcraft
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So, let’s give massively 
multi-player gaming: 

•Physical real-world, 
not just virtual, mass

•A place in the public 
domain.

Star Wars Galaxies
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Audience:

One-to-many communications

Members are isolated from one another

Infinitely scalable

Community:

Two-way communications, many-to-many

Members are densely connected

Finite, starts becoming more audience-like >150



SuperGaming!SuperGaming! Community vs. AudienceCommunity vs. Audience

JANE MJANE MCCGONIGALGONIGAL Computer Systems Lab Computer Systems Lab –– Colloquium @ Stanford University   Colloquium @ Stanford University   2.23.052.23.05

What do we mean by density of connections?

traditional: “know each other”

But must it be identity-based?

Could it be interaction-based instead?

What do we mean by two-way communication?

traditional: member to member(s)

But do the “receivers” have to be in the community?

Could the group collectively communicate outwards instead?
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Massively multiplayer thumb-wrestling (Monochrome 2004)
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Massively multiplayer thumb-wrestling (Monochrome 2004)

Kazaa Peer to Peer
As many three-player-

knots as possible are built. 
Then these knots are 

connencted via the players' 
free left hands.
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Massively multiplayer thumb-wrestling (Monochrome 2004)

“This experimental project engages low-fi sweaty-fingers-
entertainment and places it in the high TCP/IP context of 
recent Massive Multiplayer Online Gaming.”
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Massively multiplayer thumb-wrestling (Monochrome 2004)

“Unlimited amounts of players can connect to join a Multiplayer 
Thumb-Wrestling Network. As the number of players is 
unlimited, global thumb-wrestling may emerge through self-
sustaining peer-to-peer networks and ad-hoc socializing.”
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“Radio is one-sided when it 
should be two-. It is purely an 
apparatus for distribution, for 
mere sharing out. So here is a 
positive suggestion: change this 
apparatus over from distribution 
to communication. The radio 
would be the finest possible 
communication apparatus in 
public life, a vast network of 
pipes….”

-Bertolt Brecht, The Radio as an Apparatus of Communication
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“…That is to say, it would be if it 
knew how to receive as well as to 
transmit, how to let the listener 
speak as well as hear, how to 
bring him into a relationship 
instead of isolating him. On this 
principle the radio should step out 
of the supply business and 
organize its listeners as suppliers.”

-Bertolt Brecht, The Radio as an Apparatus of Communication
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Bertolt Brecht, The Radio as an 
Apparatus of Communication

Brecht’s radio theory 
fulfilled by the Internet?

Critical Art Ensemble’s 
“Utopian Promise 
Net Realites”

William J. Mitchell’s 
Me++: The Cyborg Self 
and the Networked City
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1936: Brecht’s vision for radio 
achieved with Welles’ War of the 
Worlds?
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1936: Brecht’s vision for radio 
achieved with Welles’ War of the 
Worlds?

• Massively-scaled communication

• Public character

• Inventive and persuasive 
responses

• Active and interactive drama



SuperGaming!SuperGaming! twotwo--way communicationsway communications

JANE MJANE MCCGONIGALGONIGAL Computer Systems Lab Computer Systems Lab –– Colloquium @ Stanford University   Colloquium @ Stanford University   2.23.052.23.05

1936: Brecht’s vision for radio 
achieved with Welles’ War of the 
Worlds?

• Massively-scaled communication

• Public character

• Inventive and persuasive 
responses

• Active and interactive drama

What if the “players” knew what they were doing?
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Flash mob 
6/16/03

Flash mob 
supercomputer 
meetup
4/23/04

I Love Bees 
8/24/04

Go Game 
5/12/03

SuperGaming!
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June 12, 2003, San Francisco — The Go Game
Genre: “urban superhero gaming”

Scale: Over 450 simultaneous local street players 
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July 16, 2003, San Francisco — Whirling Dervishes
Genre: “flash mob”

Scale: Over 300 simultaneous local participants 
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April 23, 2004, San Francisco — FlashMob I
Genre: “flash mob supercomputing” + LAN gaming tournament

Scale: Over 700 simultaneous local participants 



JANE MJANE MCCGONIGALGONIGAL Computer Systems Lab Computer Systems Lab –– Colloquium @ Stanford University   Colloquium @ Stanford University   2.23.052.23.05

August 24, 2004, San Francisco — I Love Bees
Genre: “flash mob gaming”

Scale: Over 10,000 distributed local participants 
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August 24, 2004, San Francisco — I Love Bees
Genre: “flash mob gaming”

Scale: Over 10,000 distributed local participants 
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San Francisco based examples are not isolated…

Urban superhero gaming

+

Flash mobs

+

Flash mob supercomputing

+

Flash mob gaming



gaming that feels like real life, only MORE
players who feel more capable, more confident, more expressive, 

more engaged and more connected in their real everyday lives

“Life imitates ARG.”
-ARG player g_rottic



What is Alternate Reality Gaming?
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An interactive drama played out online and 
in real-world spaces,

taking place over several weeks or months,

in which dozens, hundreds, or thousands of 
players come together online,

form collaborative social networks,

and work together to solve a mystery or 
problem…



What is Alternate Reality Gaming?

An interactive drama played out online and 
in real-world spaces,

taking place over several weeks or months,

in which dozens, hundreds, or thousands of 
players come together online,

form collaborative social networks,

and work together to solve a mystery or 
problem 

…that would be absolutely impossible to solve 
alone.



What is Alternate Reality Gaming?

cross-media
pervasive
persistent

collaborative
constructive
expressive

6 key terms that describe ARGs
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Case study: I LOVE BEES (2004)
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cross media: clues, narratives and missions 
are distributed via a variety of digital media:

• web sites
• emails
• blogs
• MP3s and DVDs
• web cams
• text messages
• instant messages 
• networked game consoles
• handheld GPS devices
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pervasive: extending into the real-world, 
taking place in everyday environments

• physical clues are embedded in everyday 
environments 

• location-specific information is required

• site-specific missions and challenges are 
given

• public “ubiquitous computing” and 
personal mobile technologies become 
essential tools for players
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What is Alternate Reality Gaming?

persistent: 24 hours a day, 7 days a week

• always on

• unfolds in “real-time”

• organic and responsive to players
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collaborative: designed to be absolutely 
impossible for an individual or small group to 
solve in isolation

• parse information strategically

• require location-specific information

• massively-scale challenges

• “walk and talk and chew gum” design
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constructive: requires players to build the 
gaming platform themselves

• “Batteries Not Included” design

• communities self-organize

• communications systems are designed 
and developed by the players

• social engineering
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expressive: requires and inspires user self-
expression

• user-created web sites and blogs

• player guides

• communications missions

• new languages

• fan art

• mass media interventions
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expressive: requires and inspires user self-
expression

net: !attach act | 

drop !attach act |

drop !route proc attach proc net 

grope: !probe host crypt weak 

!decrypt host decrypt confidence 100 !

probe master sector fail 

surg: !invntry primary sector proc proc
invntry 343 working 0 dmg 38 dmg unk 2 broken 
102 abs 201 !invntry primary sector mem mem
invntry 678223072849 clear 0.0007 dmg 0.0014 
frgm 1.41 abs 98.5879 net: !attach act |
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TECHNOLOGICAL CONFIDENCE:

• Players gain skills and experience 
using a variety of new media and 
network technologies.

• Players become confident using these 
technologies in real-world contexts.
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COLLABORATION SKILLS:

• Players experience the new kinds of 
collaboration made possible by mobile 
and ubiquitous network technologies: 
e.g., ad-hoc, real-time cooperation

• ARGs demonstrate the importance of 
individual responsibility and 
contribution within a big group –
everybody is uniquely necessary and 
valued
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COMMUNITY:

• Players feel more connected to and 
actively engaged with others, both in 
terms of local community and 
distributed community

• Players become a part of “something 
bigger”



SuperGaming!SuperGaming!

JANE MJANE MCCGONIGALGONIGAL Computer Systems Lab Computer Systems Lab –– Colloquium @ Stanford University   Colloquium @ Stanford University   2.23.052.23.05

Web site: www.avantgame.com

Email: janemcg@berkeley.edu

Additional Web Resources
www.thegogame.com

www.flashmobcomputing.com
www.ilovebees.com

www.argn.com
www.cheesebikini.com (search “flash mobs”)


