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Introduction 
MMORPG stands for Massive Multiplayer Online Role Playing Game. In these games people 
can create their own character and explore a world with thousands of other players at the same 
time. This paper will look more into the user experience side of an MMORPG. I have chosen to 
look at MMORPGs because: 

- It is a very complex genre that I’ve always wanted to do more research on. 
- The MMO genre is very broad and one of the very few ones where other users provide 

the majority of content (think PvP, Raids, User Generated Content, R&R, etc.). As this 
allows for a variety of playstyles, most MMOs draw a very broad audience. Everyone, 
regardless of their background and intentions for playing, has to understand what is 
going on. This creates a lot of importance on the usability of the game. 

Because of the above reasons I feel like the MMORPG genre has a lot of lessons I can learn 
from when it comes to usability.  

Paper Overview 
The first half of this paper will focus on the MMORPG genre as a whole. I will look at the history 
of MMOs and at key moments where a shift in the landscape happened. This is to establish a 
base level of knowledge about the genre. After that I will focus on my research question: 
 
Which key usability/design decisions can be learned from MMORPGs to enhance the player 
experience? 
 
To answer this question I have formulated 2 sub questions: 

● What are some core experiences players expect in MMORPGs? 
● Are there tools that can affect a player’s enjoyment of those features?  

 
 

 
  



Usability lessons from MMORPGs             4 

1. The MMORPG landscape 
The MMORPG landscape that we have today looks vastly different from what it looked like in 
the early 2000’s. Different types of business models and MMOs went and came, and countless 
clones of successful MMOs were created over time. With such a drastically changing landscape 
it is hard to design a game that can become successful by the time development has finished. 
Players’ needs keep changing every few years and the demand for a specific type of game right 
now will be totally different a few years from now.  

Cultural Difference 
While the West tries their hands at MMOs everyone once in a while, the majority of MMOs come 
from Asia. One of the reasons for this seems to be the difference in culture between the two and 
thus the demand for a specific kind of game. In Asian countries there is a big emphasis on your 
ability to perform.1 They have to get good grades and study hard. Paired with shame culture, in 
which shame is seen as one of the worst things, you get a very competitive cultural mindset.2 
This however brings a lot of stress and need to get away from any failures in their lives. The 
fantasy to actually be able to live a successful life and dominate others in a virtual world seems 
like a great way to escape the pressure from society. MMOs fill this niece almost perfectly, with 
the ability to create a new character and live in an entirely different world. The endless 
progression most MMOs have by nature in one way or another allows them to still fulfill the hard 
work and dedication that their culture expects from them.  
 
In the West there is no shame culture or PC Cafes where you can play games for a very low 
price. The Free-To-Play business model of MMOs goes hand in hand with the “Pay per hour” in 
PC Cafes. To still ensure there is money made on the developer’s side, items can be bought in 
the in-game store through microtransactions. The West doesn’t have a PC Cafe culture and has 
more of a “buy to enjoy” culture. This means that MMOs like World of Warcraft, The Elder 
Scrolls Online and Black Desert Online are all Buy-To-Play, whereas they are Free-To-Play in 
the Asian markets.3 In the Asian market bright visuals are also highly favored (Maplestory, Final 
Fantasy, Pokemon), whereas the West focuses more on dark and gritty visuals (The Elder 
Scrolls, Call of Duty, The Witcher).4 It the media that people are exposed to from birth that 
decides what people prefer. It’s a developer's job to play on that preference. 
 
Video game characteristics: West vs East: 

West East 

First Person Shooters5 MMORPG market 

Realistic and grayed out visuals Stylized and bright visuals 

Buy-To-Play Free-To-Play with Microtransactions 
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2. Genre defining games 
After learning about the cultural difference that could impact how MMORPGs are perceived in 
both markets, let’s delve in the MMORPG timeline. The MMORPG genre is rather old, with the 
first few MMORPGs sprouting in the early 1990’s.6 From it’s conception till now, countless 
MMORPGs have been created. A select few however really shook the boat and made changes 
that severely impacted how all future MMORPGs were designed. 

Ultima Online 
Being hailed as the first ever MMORPG, Ultima Online is the big inspiration for many of the first 
MMORPGs ever created. Many developers have stated they saw Ultima Online as the start of a 
brand new era of games and got inspired to create their own MMORPG.7 With its launch in 
1997, Ultima Online did something no other game did before; it created a fantasy role-playing 
game where players were able to see and interact with each other in real time. Right after its 
release it quickly saw an explosion in users, reaching over 100.000 subscribers in the first 6 
months. Nobody had ever played anything like this before and it showed as Ultima Online’s 
popularity kept growing. With extensive PvP features as well as PvE and quests, players always 
had something to do when they came back. There was always another player to talk or kill. 
Players get to level up dozens of different skills and have the freedom to play the way they want 
to play. Ultima Online started the MMORPG genre and with that many other iconic games. 

RuneScape 
Launched in 2001 and a few years after Ultima Online was the next big behemoth of the West 
from Jagex. Still going as strong as ever RuneScape captured the hearts of those that loved 
Ultima Online and top-down RPGs. By giving players the ability to do everything they wanted 
and how they wanted, RuneScape became a big staple in the industry. Outside of the tutorial, 
RuneScape doesn’t force the player to follow questlines to progress in the game.  
 
RuneScape has a lot of unique features. One of which is that it is a browser based MMORPG. 
While back in the day browser games were a dime a dozen, having a persistent online game 
where you could talk and interact with other players wasn’t. On top of that the game offered an 
immense amount of content while being free-to-play. Players could try to game out for free and 
pay money for a premium service if they liked the game. Much like Ultima Online, RuneScape 
received a lot of content updates and expansions to the original game. Unlike Ultima Online 
these expansions were free and were automatically applied to the game. RuneScape showed 
the world the power of free-to-play games and was the catalyst for the upcoming free-to-play 
market. 
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Maplestory 
Hailing from one of South Korea’s biggest publishers is the game that introduced the world to 
microtransactions.8 Pioneers in the free-to-play market, Nexon was heavily criticized and 
ridiculed by professionals in the industry for offering their game for free while offering users the 
ability to pay for microtransactions. It turned out that people are more than willing to pay for 
in-game items. Releasing in 2003 in South Korea and coming over to the west just a year after 
World of Warcraft got released, Maplestory gave the west the first taste of what an asian 
MMORPG was like. Hours of mindlessly killing the same monsters for experience. Random 
number generated stats and equipments. A colorful 2D side-scrolling game in a genre known for 
dark and gritty top-down games. Everything in Maplestory felt so unfamiliar to what people were 
playing at the time. With Maplestory’s “cute” visuals it introduced the Western market to the 
cute-culture that’s dominating asia. People were loving it.9 

 
While the game was free-to-play, it did offer users the ability to pay for small microtransactions. 
These transactions would offer players small benefits and let them try their luck at RNG-boxes. 
This type of gambling in disguise would lead to a lot of controversy and concern, eventually 
leading to a new law in both South Korea and China, forcing companies to publicize the chance 
of getting in-game items through gambling.10, 11 The concept of microtransactions did prove to be 
extremely successful and got adopted by almost all genres in the industry.12  

Final Fantasy XI 
Final Fantasy 11 was the first time the Final Fantasy 
franchise branched out into the MMO genre. It was a big 
step for the franchise and would become so successful it 
later spawned the MMO Final Fantasy XIV. According to 
the developers the game was developed under Square’s 
new philosophy to create for “all platforms and media”.13 
They held true to that statement by making FFXIV the 
first game ever to be played cross-platform.  
PC, Playstation 2 and Xbox 360 could all play with each 
other in the same world. They would be able to see each 
other and talk to each other and do everything as if they 
were playing on the same platform. The game also 
featured an interesting class system, allowing players to 
swap between classes as they pleased. This set the 
foundation for a philosophy many MMORPGs today 
enforce; to let the player experience many different 
classes and playstyles on just one character. 
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World of Warcraft 
World of Warcraft is the game that first comes to people’s minds when you ask them to think of 
a MMORPG. It was the most successful game of its time with many developers trying to copy its 
winning formula (and failing horribly at it). World of Warcraft came out at a time when the 
generation that grew up with computers started to grow up and have access to their own 
money. This was also during the time that movies like Lord of the Rings and Harry Potter were 
getting popular. These two highly successful  movies made the idea of a fantasy world 
mainstream. This allowed for World of Warcraft, a game set in a fantasy world, to have as big of 
an audience as it had. It allowed for players to play a game based on the Warcraft franchise 
however they liked it. With a fully fleshed out lore, hundreds of quests, many different races and 
classes, two warring factions, easy to learn combat and vast lands to explore, World of Warcraft 
quickly became a guideline for many other MMORPGs to follow. Does World of Warcraft have 
this? Then so do we. 

Clones and innovation 
With so many other games trying to capture the magic of World of Warcraft, the video game 
landscape saw a huge shift. Suddenly there came games that lacked any form of innovation and 
copied many of the features that captured the WoW playerbase. This rise in cheap WoW ripoffs 
quickly coined the term “WoW clone”. A WoW clone is a game that at its core shares features, 
mechanics and in some cases art style with World of Warcraft, adding only a few unique 
features, if any at all.14 Because most MMORPGs during this timeframe were using the WoW 
formula, the MMORPG landscape started to get oversaturated. If you’ve played one WoW clone 
you’ve played them all. Because of the insane amount of WoW clones most clones had a 
relatively low playerbase. Most people gravitated to either World of Warcraft or one of the elite 
WoW clones. This time period is parallel to what we’ve experienced not so long ago with the 
MOBA genre. And before that with all the Call of Duty clones… and mobile games. 
 
It is during the transition period from when the market is saturated to the switch to a new big hit 
that we see the most innovation. Sometimes innovation works wonders and one small mechanic 
can give birth to an entirely new genre. Trying to take a risk and changing a winning formula 
seems crazy but necessary when the market is saturated. World of Warcraft was the first big 
game to go to a full 3D environment. RuneScape was the first big game in the west that tried out 
free-to-play while Maplestory took Asia over by storm using microtransactions. More recent 
games are featuring action-combat, moving away from the old tab-targeting system to create 
more intense combat. Another trend in the current MMORPG landscape is the sandbox genre. 
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3. What are the core experiences players expect? 

Defining features 
A lot of MMORPGs have things that set them apart from one another. Some MMORPGs can’t 
even be compared because they are so vastly different. And still there are some features that 
99.99% of the MMORPGs have. When designing an MMORPG you need to make sure you 
game has these features to at least some extend. If you don’t, chances are your game won’t be 
as fun to play and player numbers will quickly fall.  

Character Creation 
Character creation allows your player to identify 
themselves in their character. It serves not only as 
a tool to set themselves apart from everyone else, 
it also allows for some creativity and variety in the 
game. Some character creation systems like that 
of ArcheAge and Black Desert Online give the 
player near limitless control over every feature of their character. At the end of the day you want 
your players to enjoy the game and come back again tomorrow. That is not going to happen 
when they cannot enjoy the looks of their own character. It helps an MMORPG tremendously to 
allow your players to create a character that really looks the way they want.15 But be warned, as 
with everything having too many options introduced all at once can be very intimidating. A good 
way to tackle this issue is by segmenting different customization parts. This allows the player to 
focus on small groups instead of seeing all 500 customizable options at once. 

Class selection 
As one of the defining features of RPG’s, an MMORPG has to have a class system. There are 
multiple ways class systems can be handled with every style having one or more big games. 
Where in the past the “pick your class and you are stuck with it forever” was the popular thing to 
do, recently more games than ever before have been moving away from that in one form or 
another. On the next page I’ll be talking about the different methods of having a class system in 
your game, what their pros and cons are and which one fits which MMORPG style best. 
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Class system 1 - 1 class 
With this class system you can only pick your class once and from that moment on you are 
stuck with it. In World of Warcraft and it’s many inspired games the player is even restricted to 
having some classes that can only be picked for certain races the player choses to play as. This 
makes the character creation system a whole lot more interesting, because players now more 
than ever before have to make sure they play as the right character to be able to become 
whatever class they want. A lot of times these games combine character creation and class 
selection, making the player pick both at the start of the game. This allows the player to revise 
their character before it’s finalized and possibly changed it’s race or any other features based on 
what class they want to play. The positive that can be taken from this method is that the player 
directly has an overview of all the available classes and playstyles. The player can start making 
their character look more in line with what they have in mind with that class’ playstyle without 
having to check out Youtube or a Wiki to find out about all the classes in your game. The only 
downside is it hurts the variety in your game. When you start offering only certain classes to 
specific races you limit the variety in races you will see walking around as those classes. It gets 
even worse in cases like Blade and Soul, where one job can only be played by one specific 
race, meaning even those that don’t relate to the physique or story of those races are forced to 
play as them just to experience that one class. Another downside is that this requires an insane 
amount of research on the player’s part. When you start a MMORPG for the first time, you don’t 
know anything about the classes, their skills and what they are good at. Yet the game forces 
you to make a decision that you’ll be stuck with forever. This forces the player to do a lot of 
research by reading up on all available classes just to figure out which one fits their playstyle. 

Class System 2 - Hybrid 
Some games allow players to pick one class early on and then allow them to change their class 
later on. It’s becoming a trend in games that used to follow the “choose one” system to allow 
players to choose again, whether that be a lifeskill or a full on class change. In a lot of games 
unlocking features like this requires cash items (change appearance, change name, change 
class). Hybrid games also allow players to choose their jobs later on in their adventure. 
Maplestory is the perfect example of the Hybrid system. Depending on the class you’re either 
stuck with it till the end or are given the ability to swap to a related class. 
 
The positive side of having an open system like this on top of over 36 different unique classes is 
that it allows players for a lot of freedom of choice. Giving them the option to switch to some 
related jobs later on gives them more freedom and safety for when a nerf to their main class 
hits. The downside is the exact same thing. Having too many choices to pick from is bad as well. 
It makes the player question their decision. “Did I pick the right class? Maybe I should have 
become another job so I can be better and stronger”. This can result to players having less fun 
than they otherwise would have had in the game. This also comes with the burden of having to 
know each job so you know which one you like the most.  
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Class System 3 - Open class 
A lot of the more recent and really old-school MMORPGs allowed the player to have unlimited 
control have their character. Games like RuneScape but also more recent ones like ArcheAge 
allow the player to pick whichever skills they like to use and then form their class that way. In 
RuneScape’s example the player isn’t limited to just mining or just woodcutting, but instead can 
do whatever they feel like. In ArcheAge players can pick a base class at the start for tutorial 
purposes and then swap that one out and pick 2 more to have a total of 3 classes out of the 10 
to use skills from. These 3 current classes can be swapped out at any time allowing for 120 
different job combinations all playing differently even within the same class. Like before with 
Maplestory, the downside to this many options is that it will overwhelm the player and greatly 
limit the player’s fun until they have processed the information dump. The upside is the amount 
of roleplaying and fantasy you allow your player to fulfill. If they want to be a warrior that can 
shoot fireballs while levitating in the air and and then vanishing in stealth, they can. However it 
takes great understanding of the game’s class system to even see this as a possibility.  
 
Open class system games usually fit big sandbox games, where the player is used to doing 
whatever they want and having complex system to learn in order to fulfill their needs. Simpler, 
more straightforward games tend to go in a more predictable way for the player and thus won’t 
make their class system that complicated. This sometimes results to limiting the player’s 
class-to-race variety just to give them one less variable to think about.  
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Social Features 
Gamers aren’t these days don’t fit the hermit stereotype of the old days anymore. These days 
even gamers like to talk to others in their game and enjoy activities with their online friends. This 
is especially true for the MMORPG genre where gamers play in a world filled with thousands of 
others. Because of this there need to be several social systems in place for players to use. 

Friendslist 
The most important one is the friendslist. It’s a very simple system where one player can add 
another player to their list to see when they are online. This allows you to keep track of your 
friends when they are online and allows you to send them a message. 
 
Guilds and parties 
Guilds and parties allow for group content for you 
game. Players can team up and form a party to fight 
strong monsters or partake in events. Guilds allow like 
minded players to join in a more permanent version of a 
party, where they band together as a group under one 
banner. 
 
Chat 
Outside of the obvious local speech, having a separate 
chat for each social system (friendslist, guild, party, 
server, world, family, etc.) allows players to express 
themselves better. They can talk to their friends in one 
chat, while talking to their party members in a different 
chat. Most MMORPGs combine all chat in the chat bar, and use different colors to allow players 
to differentiate between their social groups.  
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Combat 
While it might seem obvious that a game has combat, there are different approaches 
MMORPGs can take on combat. Does every class deal damage or do you allow for different 
roles in your combat system? Do you have Player vs Player combat in your game? And the 
most important one of all: Tab-targeting or Action combat? 
 
Tab-targeting 
The old school approach on MMORPG combat. Back in the day MMORPGs all used this 
system. While this may have been because of the popularity of World of Warcraft, this stayed 
the go-to system in MMORPGs for over a decade. The player presses their targeting button 
(which by default is on Tab, hence the name tab-targeting), and their skills will automatically fly 
towards that enemy. Players do not have to aim their skills or position themselves so that their 
skills hit their target. Since all skills are homing they can’t be dodged. Because of how easy it is 
to select a target and damage them, this is often seen as a skill-less combat system and seen 
as inferior to the action combat system.  
 
Action combat 
An evolution and direct opposite of tab-targeting that started to see more and more use over the 
recent years. In this system skills aren’t homing since there is no way to target the enemy. 
Players have to actively aim their skills to hit the enemy. This allows for skilled players to dodge 
enemy attacks and predict enemy movement to come out on top. It allows for more fluid and 
responsive combat that rewards skill. Because of this action combat is seen as the preferred 
combat style. 

Relax and Recreation 
There are many different players that will play your game and they all have their own idea of 
what is fun. Some want action while others like to explore. Well designed games offer players a 
lot of variety in the things they can do. That includes adding “play” to your game and allow your 
players to relax. This is where Relax and Recreation comes in, content that is designed to make 
players play you game when they don’t feel like playing the core part of your game. Examples 
are variants of real life board games, rock paper scissors or completely made up games. Tying it 
to the main gameplay by for example adding rewards gives even hardcore players a reason to 
relax.  
 
By offering players the choice to take their mind off of the daily grind and do something more 
relaxing a game will feel more fleshed out. Allowing players to wind down and offering more 
content than just combat will give players more ways to play the game. 
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Answering the question: What are core experiences players expect? 
While for each MMORPG it has to be decided which type of the following features has to be 
implemented, they all have to be in your game to be in line with modern day expectations: 

- Character creation. Allowing players to customize their character allows them to set 
themselves apart from other players and feel connected to their character. 

- Classes. Building on the personalization that a character creator provides, offering a 
wide variety of classes to play as will allow players to express themselves even better 
in-game. 

- Social features. Human are social creatures and even the most hardcore gamers want to 
communicate with others. Allowing players to form groups and talk in chat is a 
must-have. 

- Combat. Whether you use tab-targeting or action combat, the main activity in any 
MMORPG should be killing stuff. Good combat feels rewarding and fair for both players. 

- Rest and Recreation. While it’s called that for MMORPGs, it’s basically just anything that 
differs from the core gameplay loop. Whether that be class creation in a FPS or hearing 
stories from NPCs in a puzzle game. It allows the player to rest their fatigue while 
creating interesting new things for the player to do. Dropping the player in the game right 
after startup and never giving them anything else makes the game feel really one 
dimensional. 

  



Usability lessons from MMORPGs             14 

4. Are there tools or systems that can affect a player’s 
enjoyment of the game’s features? 
While a game might have some really nice systems in place, if those systems aren’t properly 
supported the whole game can fall apart. If there is a unique system that isn’t properly 
explained, people will not understand it. Players will feel bored if the game has a bad 
progression curve and a cluttered UI will make the game feel like a big mess. In order to 
understand our research question better, this question will look at the systems that support core 
game mechanics. 

Player progression 
A good and healthy leveling curve is important in any competitive environment. It is important to 
pace your game well and make sure it’s not going faster than you game is designed to be 
played as. Outleveling is the fault of bad design. It makes the player feel powerful, but it also 
makes them feel like whatever they are doing is a waste of time. The experience they get from 
quests is barely worth it and monsters die faster than they should. If they would leave the area 
behind, many players would feel as if they missed something. They are afraid they might have 
miss some amazing rewards if they don’t do the quests, so they spend time doing quests that 
don’t end up giving them a lot of experience for their level relative to their time. It creates a 
dilemma for players that can be prevented by making quests give less rewards than before, 
changing the area’s difficulty so that it’s more challenging even for higher level players or is 
done by simply removing quests/grind spots. And while of course all players should reach high 
levels to experience higher level content, this brings in the danger of the experience creep. 
 
The experience creep is, much like the power creep, an imbalance in the game. All the more 
recently released items must one-up the current ones in game or no one will use them, resulting 
in an ever increasing power stat for players to maintain. Some games have started to get an 
experience creep, with one of the biggest culprits being experience multiplier events. Giving 
players a certain something very often will result in them seeing that as the new baseline. In 
some cases this has meant that players consider the experience they get from 2x experience 
events as the “normal” experience gaining speed. Anything less and the experience gain feels 
super slow. The biggest victim of this is Maplestory, where there is a 2x experience event at 
least 4 times a month, on top of having multiple other ways of gaining more experience. This 
turned the game into a social game until there is a 2x experience event.18 
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User Interface 
Some might argue having a good UI is more important than have a good character creation 
system in place. Not only will the player always be looking at the UI, but also serves the purpose 
of providing the player with valuable data. If you fail at providing that data or provide too much 
information, the player will get confused and won’t enjoy the game. There are a lot of things that 
can go wrong with an UI. Too little info can harm the player, but the same can be said for too 
much information. And if it’s all one big mess because no attention has been paid to the 
placement of the UI elements no one’s gonna enjoy it. A lot of modern MMORPGs are giving 
players the option to fully customize their UI, from adjusting the size of the separate UI elements 
to their changing their transparency or simply removing them.  
 
When designing an UI it is important to keep eye movement in mind. It has been proven in 
studies that the less eye movement the player needs to make to get to a piece of information, 
the easier it is to comprehend.22 Let’s analyse a few UIs and see what works. 

UI Analysis - World of Warcraft 
One of the most used UIs in video game history is that of World of Warcraft. All WoW Clones 
copied this UI to some extend and it has become a staple of the MMORPG genre. Since the 
character is the centerpiece of attention it’s place right in the middle. At the top right there is 
information about your health and mana and that of your target. At the bottom you see your 
skills and have a chat bar and there is a minimap with a clock in the top right. But while it is the 
most copied UI ever, is it actually a good UI? 
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Taking the character as the resting spot for your eyes we can see that the player does have to 
move around quite a lot to get all the information they need. If they quickly want to check the 
cooldown of some of their skills while keeping track of their own HP bar they have to constantly 
move from the top side of the screen to the bottom. The skill bar is also very long, covering 
almost the entirety of the screen. Your debuff bar, which is one of your most important things to 
keep track of, is right next to the mini map. Something you want near your character’s health bar 
couldn’t be any further away from it! And while yes, all of these things can be adjusted by using 
add ons, this is still the default layout how Blizzard intends you to play. 
 
One of the things this UI does right is placing the less important UI elements in the corners of 
your screen. The chat window is place in the bottom left, something that has been widely 
accepted as the best place to put the chat bar in the industry. Players don’t always need to see 
the chat bar when for example in combat, so having it somewhere on the side where it doesn’t 
distract the player is very good design. It can also be placed in the top right near the minimap 
but that’s a more “out there” place than the bottom left since gamers are expecting the chat bar 
in the bottom left. It’s also adjustable, allowing the player to move it around or change its size. 
 
Another thing to note about this UI is the emphasis it puts on only showing information that the 
player wants to know. A lot of elements can be disabled/enabled and when the player hovers 
over an icon a tooltip will popup explaining the button. By only showing this information when 
the player is actively undertaking actions to seek out this information they save a lot of space in 
the UI and end up making it feel a lot less cluttered.16, 17 
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UI Analysis - Maplestory 
Like most side scrolling MMORPGs, the bottom and top side of the screen are where most of it’s 
UI elements are placed. This is because these type of games rarely have any vertical 
movement and thus the UI wouldn’t be getting in the way of an enemy attack block the view of a 
platform the player wants to reach. What is something to take note of is that the buff bar and the 
boss’s HP are at the top of the screen. Another thing to note that isn’t visible in these 
screenshots is that monsters have their HP bar above their heads and that there are no debuff 
timers/icons to keep track of your debuffs. This is all done through visual effect on your 
character, which as you can see on the screenshot below can be quite difficult to keep track off. 
Especially because there is no timer for the player. What makes it even more difficult is the 
clutter on the screen. Once multiple players are all dealing damage the screen will be filled with 
damage numbers and skill animations. While a player can have multiple debuffs, only one can 
be shown above the player’s head. In the case of multiple debuffs all debuff visualizations are 
places on a cycle. Every 2 seconds the next debuff is shown. This makes it very difficult for 
players to know which debuffs are still affecting them. 
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When we take a look at Maplestory’s required eye movement we can clearly see that the most 
used UI element, the player’s HP bar, that of the boss, the player’s buffs and cooldowns are all 
very far apart from each other. On the bottom left is the player’s HP and mana bar, whereas the 
HP bar of the boss is all the way at the top. The timer to keep track of the time and how many 
revives the player has left is right under the boss bar. The player as to do a lot of vertical eye 
movement to keep track of all the important elements present in Maplestory’s UI. Not just that, 
but when the player gets Dispelled and their buffs get removed there are only two ways for the 
player to know this: the debuff text notification in the chat box or checking if their buffs are still 
active. Both of these require the player to actively look at the bottom left of the screen or top 
right while in combat. With only the two transparent windows in the screenshot being moveable 
(note: not scalable), the players have a hard time keeping track of their character’s position and 
their debuffs. While most bosses have a special attack animation when they do a debuff on a 
character this is barely visible since most of the player’s screen is filled with damage lines, 
covering most of the boss’s sprite. 
 
One thing Maplestory’s UI does do right is the spacing. Since the bottom side of the screen is 
barely used in side scrollers, the entire bottom part is taken up by UI information. Simple buttons 
with an easy to understand design are placed in the middle of the UI, with the HP and mana bar 
taking up over 30% of the game’s UI. The emphasis that is placed on the player’s health by 
using a big bright colored bar on a dark background makes up for the eye movement the player 
has to do to keep track of the HP bar. By always having the HP bar in their peripheral view 
players can focus on other UI elements. But just as with WoW, it is inexcusable to have such an 
important UI element like your buffs and debuffs in a corner of the screen or in Maplestory’s 
debuff case, entirely invisible. 
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UI Analysis - Final Fantasy XIV 
The most recent Final Fantasy games have all had slick UIs, using very minimalistic and 
transparent icons. The HP bar is very close to the skill bars, which are both very close to the 
character (depending on how far the player has zoomed in). The top right once again sees a 
return of the minimap and the right side of the screen has space for extra hotkeys and a quest 
tracker. Not visible in this screenshot is the party member’s health bars that appear in the top 
left of the screen. The enemy health bar and their target are place at the top of the screen. The 
chat bar and a list of currently enemies in combat with the player are present in the bottom left. 
This  
seems like a good UI right? Let’s take a look at the eye movement required with this UI on the 
next page. 
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If we look at the eye movement required for the default Final Fantasy 14 UI we can see that 
there is a lot of focus on the right side of the screen at first glance. However, most of these UI 
elements are optional and rarely used during normal gameplay. The minimap as always is in the 
top right but is only used when the player needs to get to a specific location. The quest tracker 
can be looked at once every 10 minutes, no problem there. All those small buttons in the bottom 
right side of the screen are convenient hotkeys for options that can also be accessed by 
opening the game’s main menu. So then what’s left are the enemy’s HP bar and that of your 
own character (leaving out the chat window). To keep track of your skill cooldowns and your HP 
while also keeping track of your enemy’s HP bar is rather difficult. The player has to keep 
checking the bottom and top of their screen which is a lot of movement for the eye. It would be 
better if the enemy’s HP bar would be closer to that of your own character. 
 
That being said, the game does offer an intensive amount of UI customization, allowing for 
resizing, repositioning and flat out removal of UI elements. Hotkeys on active hot bars that aren’t 
used can be made transparent for a less cluttered UI and the enemy HP bar can be moved as 
close to the player’s HP bar as the player wants. Game designer Marcus Andrews analysis of 
WoW’s UI is also applicable here. Andrews said: “It is hardly an option to play the game with the 
default interface if you wish to be competitive -- adding stress to players about getting the right 
stuff for their interface.”17 The player has to change the UI up to be competitive. Having said 
that, the default UI has a lot of good spacing in between the different UI elements with only the 
quest tracker being bit too “out there” relative to its usefulness. Thanks to great use of 
transparency of unused parts of the hotbars and no excessive use of fluff art the UI looks very 
clean and works well for Final Fantasy XIV. 
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Interactive Tutorials 
Having a proper game-flow and good storyline pacing is really important. Making sure 
mechanics are explained before they need to be heavily used and creating tutorials that let the 
player actively partake in the learning process. Most people are goings to skip text bubbles 
either way so you might as well teach the player how a mechanic is used in practise right? As 
the learning pyramid has all taught us, people learn best by telling others about it.19 Right after 
that comes practise doing and all the way at the bottom are lectures. The difference of 
information retained is stunning and especially in an MMORPG, doing is considered vastly 
superior to just reading about it. Luckily developers have learned this and are using tutorials as 
ways to not only teach the player how to play, but also as an introduction to the universe. 

Answering the question: Are there tools or systems that can affect a player’s 
enjoyment of the game’s features? 
Yes there are. Let’s start with player progression. If it is too fast, players will hit end-game too 
fast and get bored quickly with a lack of meaningful things to do. If it is too slow, players will feel 
like they aren’t making any progression and they’ll get bored because they can’t experience new 
things. Progression isn’t limited to just the player’s level, but any progression system. It all 
needs to be introduced at a good pace, to not frustrate the player. 
 
Interactive tutorials allow for the player to learn and instantly create a memory of about the 
situation to use it in. Learning while doing is always more effective than reading about it. It also 
keeps players in the game flow and does not force them to read in a standstill for a few minutes. 
 
The UI of a game heavily influences the player’s enjoyment and understanding of a feature. If 
the UI of a marketplace is too cluttered the player is going to have a hard time finding the items 
they need. Translation errors and poor localization of UI leads to a lot of questions to the player. 
The UI is always on the player’s screen and is the only way to get information across directly to 
the player. If it is poorly done, the player will not understand the game’s features. 
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5. Which key usability/design decisions can be taken from MMORPGs 
to enhance the player experience? 
While there are a lot of things to be learned from different genres, the MMORPG genre 
compared well to my project in Year 3. Since it draws a wide variety of players it has a lot of 
interesting usability problems to solve. Because of this, there are a lot of lessons to be taken 
when it comes to usability: 

- A properly designed UI. A good UI isn’t too overwhelming and allows for customization 
where needed. As all users are unique and different, you can’t design one perfect UI. 
Adding customization and the option to make UI elements disappear when not in use are 
great features to implement. Wanting to provide too much information was an issue we 
struggled with in our project, which made the UI too cluttered. Finding a way to make 
sure even casual/non-gamers could understand our project was a real challenge. 

- Character customization. If your character customization allows for enough diverse and 
unique characters, the player will get more attached to their character. They want to log 
in to your game because they’ll miss their cute Demon Hunter or their badass Warrior.  

- Social systems. Humans are social creatures, so communicating with other players will 
already greatly improve the experience. Giving each social system a different color in 
chat allows the player to quickly differentiate the text in their chat box. It also allows 
players to group up together and enjoy content they otherwise wouldn’t be able to enjoy. 

- Interactive Tutorials. People learn better when doing things then when passively reading. 
Applying what they need to learn in a scenario gives the player a point of reference for 
the new feature. It helps them learn how/when to use it. This greatly enhances the 
learning experience for the player and it keeps them actively engaged with the game. 

- Progression. Progression isn’t just new tools for the player to use, it is more about the 
way to the unknown. That can the leveling curve but also the time it takes for the player 
to unlock a new area. Good game progression unlocks something new for the player just 
as they are about to get bored. A poor progression system ruins the gameplay 
experience for the player. 

- More than just the core gameplay loop. Allowing players to change settings already 
gives them a lot of freedom. Adding things to do outside of the core gameplay loop also 
greatly fleshes the game out. Now players have more things to do in the game. The 
player will be happy that they can take a break and enjoy some other content your game 
has to offer other than that which they have been doing for the past few hours. 
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Conclusion 
There are a lot of lessons to be learned from MMORPGs when it comes usability and design. 
Things like a good UI and Interactive Tutorials are a great way to support your game’s 
mechanics. It helps the player better learn the aspects of your game and something to really 
keep in mind when developing a game. Social systems and character customization are great 
ways for players to express themselves to other players. Giving the player tools to communicate 
with others are always good addition to a multiplayer game. For offline games character 
customization is a good way for players to express to their friends. And lastly, the way a game 
handles player progression is really important. Many MMORPGs have an issue in this 
department and a lot of great lessons have hopefully been learned in this paper on how to avoid 
that. 
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