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Research on Warcraft III for Katherine Isbister
Introduction:

Warcraft III is a Real Time Strategy (RTS) game with elements of a Role Playing Game (RPG).  In a typical RTS, units are only as valuable as the resources required to produce them.  All of the minions are dispensable because they can be quickly regenerated at a small price.  Warcraft extends upon this unit value.  All the normal minions can be easily regenerated for the cost of gold, lumber, and food; but there are a large number of “Hero” units that are more valuable.  A brief digression for explanation is necessary.

“Hero” units existed in Warcraft II also, and are available in many other RTS games.  However, prior to Warcraft III, Hero units were essentially useless because if they were killed at any point during a level, the respective team would lose the mission.  Players would typically bypass the risk of losing their Hero units by leaving Heroes in the base while dispensable minions did the dirty work of battle.  Warcraft III revolutionized the Hero unit class by allowing players to regenerate their fallen Heroes for the price of gold and time.  Thus, Hero’s are more valuable than typical minions, but not too valuable to render them useless.
Warcraft III implements elements of RPGs through the Hero characters.  Heroes can gain levels; learn new spells through experience; build up hit points; and carry magical potions, scrolls, and items.  In addition, the entire plot is driven by the Heroes of the various races as they lead their men through war.  The Heroes also exist for the purpose of giving the gamer a set a characters to identify with.  They facilitate the constantly changing alliances (In single player mode, the gamer controls all 4 races at various points throughout the game).  
Though some buildings have personality, it makes sense to classify them as functional objects and not characters.  Therefore, there are 3 major types of characters in Warcraft III: normal minions, “Hero” minions, and the gamer.  The gamer is a pseudo-character in the game.  The forth wall of the game is broken down in order to make the gaming experience more immersive.  The gamer/player character is represented by the console, the interface with which the gamer interacts.  The cursor with which the gamer controls the gameplay changes based on which race the game takes on (there are 4 different cursors; one for each race).  The console decoration areas also change.  These details add a sense of identity to each race.  This sense of identity is good for the gamer immersion into the race’s current objectives and long term goals.

Nonverbal and Verbal Reactions by Characters to Gamer’s Commands:

When the gamer issues a command to one of its minions, the minion reacts on multiple levels.  First, when the gamer selects a minion, a green line circumscribes the minion on the map to identify which minion has been selected.  The minion’s animated headshot pops up in the headshot box and the minion’s statistics are listed in the adjacent black box.  These are all visual non-verbal prompts by the game engine to alert the gamer that the minion is ready to receive commands.  In addition, the minion will say a verbal command (see Sounds/TypicalAcolyteWhat1.wav) to tell the gamer that the minion is selected. 
(In a brief digression, minions personalities/sense of humor can be uncovered when the gamer repeatedly selects minion unit without issuing a command.  The minion eventually becomes pissed off and responds with a humorous verbal prompt (see Sounds/AcolytePissed5.wav and AcolytePissed7.wav)).
When the gamer commands a selected minion to perform an action, the minion responds with addition non-verbal and verbal reactions.  A minion will begin the commanded task immediately, so character movement (in the form of easily recognizable sprite animation) is a prompt that the minion has received an order.  The minion’s headshot will often bobble around, and the mouth will move in response to an order.   The character will also call out a response a command (if the command is an attack, the response will be attack related; likewise, if the command is to move, the response will be movement related).  Also, if an order can not be perform due to some limitation by the game rules, a little yellow error message will appear in the middle of the screen along with a narrator’s voice to state the message.  

Cues of Teamness:

There are 3 levels of team status.  A team can be 1) the team that then gamer controls 2) an ally/friendly team that the gamer cannot control 3) the enemy that the gamer is fighting.  Each team has its own unique color.  Teams consist of only one race.  Teams of different races can ally with each other, but a gamer can never control more than one race at a time.  One sure way to distinguish between friends and enemies is the Shroud of War.  Every minion has a radius of vision that surrounds it.  Any part of the map that is not covered by the radii of all the friendly/ally characters is covered in a shroud of darkness (including the enemies and the progress of their base).
Team/Campaign Shift:
At 4 different points through the Single Player campaign, the gamer changes to control a different race.  Therefore, the gamer is often changing his/her goals and motivations in accordance with the current race that the gamer controls.  These conflicting goals are potentially difficult to manage, but Blizzard Entertainment handles these teams shifts very well.  They used the following pattern to assimilate a gamer to a new team.

Once the final mission in the race of one campaign ends, the campaign of another race begins.  The steps that make this transition easier are as follows:
-An in-game cutscene gives closure to the final level.  It is usually a showdown between to rivel Heroes.

-A high budget CGI cutscene gives closure to the ending campaign.  Gorgeous 3D animation is your reward for completing one of 5 campaigns.  

-Next, the gamer is kicked out to the title screen of the next campaign.  The gamer’s cursor icon has changed according to the new race being played.

-Before the first level begins, a brief in-game cutscene is used to introduce the gamer to the new focal hero character of the race.  This is the first time that the user notices that the console decorations and details have been customized for the new race.
-The first level of every new campaign is always an introduction level. It allows the user to get used to the basic special features and functionality of the new race.  It is never challenging, and it is usually pretty short.  
(Note the Arthas Transition Savepoint and the opening cutscene in the final battle for specific examples of team definition/alliances.)

Case Study: Arthas
The entire human campaign follows the noble Paladin Price Arthas.  Paladins in general have dedicated their life and their spirit to “the light.”  This is exactly what you would expect it to be, ultimate power through goodness and purity.  Like any other good story of power, there is the potential to become corrupt.  The gamer follows the Arthas as he journeys throughout his land to the ends of the earth in what he believes is a righteous quest.  He ends up becoming consumed in his quest for vengeance against a dark lord of the Undead named Mal’ganis.  Arthas ultimately gets his vengeance, but at the price of his soul and his sanity.  He ends up becoming a ferocious villian, a leader of the Undead demon forces.  It’s an amazing transition that is carefully crafted over the course of 20 levels (2 campaigns, equivalent to half the game) of gameplay.  

I focus on Arthas for a for one major reason.  In an online poll at leading Warcraft III fan website, gamers were asked who was their favorite villain in the game.  Arthas won by a landslide (even though he is not the most powerful villain; nor is he the final boss monster).  Arthas’ transition to evil is deliciously convincing; gamers love it.  So, how did Blizzard do it?
First of all, the contrast between Good Arthas and Evil Arthas is very important for his appeal to gamers.  The facial features and build of the two Arthas are vaguely familiar; but everything else is changed.  His weapon changes from a hammer of light to a cursed sword called Frostmorne.  His skin is more pale when he is an Undead leader.  His voice changes sharply to a more raspy, anguished tone.  When Arthas is good, he speaks of his dedication towards “the light,” when he is evil he speaks of dedication towards “his master” (a dark lord of the Undead army).    His clothing becomes much darker in tone; he wears the hides of bears and the skulls of animals on his legs.  When he is good he walks around on his legs, but when he is evil he rides a horse everywhere.  All of these changes combine together to create an amazing character reversal, and Blizzard earns this change with carefully planned character development.
The gamer plays as Arthas as he slowly goes insane.  In one mission towards the end of the human campaign, the gamer must control Arthas to burn his own ships behind the backs of his own men and blame it on local mercenaries.  In another mission, the gamer must use Arthas to kill his own peasants and townspeople who he “suspects” have been infected by a plague.  Arthas always finds a way to justify his actions and the gamer must consent to his slowly corrupted will.  

Another dimension to the appeal of Arthas is the contrast between the gamer’s interactions with Arthas and the gamer’s interactions with other Hero characters.  As the gamer controls Arthas, the gamer thinks that he or she is justified in killing plague infected townspeople in order to prevent the plague from spreading.  However, when the gamer sees the result of these actions through a conversation between two other Heroes, Jaina Proudmore and Uther Lightbringer, Arthas’ (and the gamer’s) actions look like cold-blooded murder.  These contrasting points of view heighten the emotional situation by introducing a believable moral dilemma.  
Minion Social Roles:
There are two levels to social interaction in this game (and they are common to almost all war games).  There is the rank/hierarchy.  The units of greater value (usually the strongest fighters) are of the higher ranks, and the Hero minions are always on top of the pyramid of rank.  This hierarchy is a direct order of command; the social interaction between two units in a hierarchy is clear cut: the unit of higher rank can order a unit of lower rank to do anything.  Hierarchy is the cold, faceless side to any war game.  It is only kind of interaction used by the gamer to command his or her units.  

The other level of social interaction is the emotional side.  This occurs almost exclusively in Hero units only and is used to drive the plot forward.  A developing friendship between two Hero warriors, or a bitter hatred between a Hero and his or her nemesis Hero are two examples of social roles that stand outside of any hierarchy.  Some Heroes take on the role of mentor or master to other Heroes.  There are familial relationships, such as Prince Arthas and his father, the King.  There is an eternal love relationship between two of the Night Elf Heroes.  Almost all the standard emotional relationships can be found in this game.  The gamer cannot use this emotional level of social interaction directly; it is used in “in-game” cutscenes and CGI cutscenes to propel the plot forward.  These social roles do however heighten the gamers’ emotional investment in the game.  
There is an exception to these two levels of social roles that I will call “unit merge.”  A very limited number of units have the ability to merge with a different unit in the hierarchy to become a new unit of greater power.  This change is typically irreversible; the units merge together permanently.  For example in the Night Elf race, the Hippogryph is limited to attacking other flying units.  However, the Hippogryph can merge with an Archer to become a new “Hippogryph Rider” unit that can attack both units on the ground and in the air.  The merge cannot be reversed.  “Unit merge” is an exception in my opinion because it transcends a hierarchy, yet there is little-to-none emotion portrayed.
