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Abstract. Reward distribution is essential to the wellbeing of self-organized 
online game player communities. This paper adopted a case-study approach to 
investigate how a particular player community managed fairness in sharing 
rewards among members. The results found that the community primarily relied 
on a raid point based auction system for reward distribution. Perceived fairness 
was managed as various written policies focusing on two dimensions: behavior 
regulation and resource management. The guiding principles of fairness 
management were identified and articulated. So was the role of structural 
features of the game and the community in triggering policy discussion. Finally, 
the implications for future research was discussed. 
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1   Introduction 

How to fairly distribute rewards resulting from collective works has been a central 
issue for organizations. Rooted in the social exchange theories [1, 12], past research 
found that higher perceived fairness in compensation led to higher job performance, 
trust, organizational citizenship behavior, benefits satisfaction, and lower turnover 
intention [2, 3, 11, 13]. These effects of perceived fairness are especially important to 
voluntary online communities. These communities depend on members’ citizenship 
behavior and continuous participation. Fair return on members’ efforts is essential to 
ensure further contribution. On the other hand, any unjust distribution of collective 
gains may lead to frustration, reduced participation, or even migration to other 
communities. Therefore, management of reward distribution is critical for the survival 
and success of online communities. This study aims to investigate how people 
manage distributive fairness in virtual communities. 

Of particular interest are those self-organized online communities for playing 
massively multiplayer online role playing games (MMORPGs). These communities 
usually contain a task component of accomplishing in-game missions and constantly 
produce tangible outcomes via group efforts.  Reward distribution is, therefore, a 
more significant issue to them. 

Playing MMORPGs has become increasingly popular recently. In early 2007, one 
of the top MMORPG game titles, World of Warcraft (WoW), reported to reach 8 
million subscribers in four continents across seven different language versions [4]. 
The subscription revenue of MMORPGs was estimated to be more than a billion in 
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2005 [7]. This rapid adoption rate makes MMORPG not only a worthwhile industry 
but also an increasingly visible research target. 

As previous studies suggested, different from playing traditional single player 
computer games, participating in MMORPGs is primarily a social experience [5, 10, 15]. 
Particularly, in many role-playing based MMORPGs, games are deliberately set so 
difficult that players have to collaborate in order to complete in-game missions. To this 
end, thousands of self-organized player communities have been established to develop a 
stable collaborative relationship among a smaller set of players. These communities 
usually organize a number of in-game trips, or raids, to dungeons to fight the monsters 
and acquire resources, such as weapons, armors, and other artifacts, to fulfill game 
quests. Members of a player community are, therefore, engaged in an exchange 
relationship that allows them to contribute and be compensated. As previous research 
pointed out, one fundamental aspect of social exchange is distributive justice [Adams, 
1965 #15;], which refers to the fairness in sharing rewards. Perceived fairness among 
exchange partners is essential to a social relationship. Perceived inequity was reported 
to be associated with dissatisfaction and group conflict [16]. In this light, how 
battleground rewards are shared among raid participants becomes a central issue for 
the long-term health of a player community. The purpose of this study is to examine 
the mechanisms of managing distributive fairness in virtual communities and the 
factors that influence the development of such mechanisms. 

2   Perceived Fairness in Organizations 

In an extensive body of research on fairness in organizational settings, two types of 
justice have been identified: distributive justice and procedural justice [11]. As 
mentioned above, distributive justice refers to the perceived fairness in sharing 
collective rewards. Literature suggests three rules governing the perceived fairness in 
outcome distribution: equity, equality, and need [6]. 

The rule of equity emphasizes on the comparison of input and outcomes. It implies 
that team members should receive rewards in proportion to their contribution to the 
team task. The rule of equality, on the other hand, suggests allocating equal amount of 
reward to all parties regardless of their inputs. Finally the principle of need dictates 
that reward distribution should be based on relative need of each party. Supports for 
all three rules functioning in organizations were found in both organizational research 
and social psychological studies [6]. 

While this study focuses on the distributive justice, procedural justice plays a role 
in the community’s debates on fairness. Procedural justice concerns the decision 
making process of reward allocation. It was suggested that decisions on group 
outcome distribution should be made with consistency and accuracy, and avoid 
personal bias [9]. 

This study adopted the three governing principles of distributive justice as well as 
the concept of procedural justice as guidance for its investigation on reward 
distribution and fairness management in virtual communities. 
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3   Method 

3.1   Data Collection 

This study employed a case study methodology. An active WoW player community, 
also called “guild”, agreed to participate in the study. It will be referred to as DX in 
this paper. The game, WoW, was selected due to its 39.7% market share [18].   DX 
was established right before the release of WoW in the fall of 2004. Currently, DX 
has more than 70 active members from Australia, Europe, and the US. DX members 
are very active. In a typical week, there are usually two to four guild-organized raids. 
For each raid, a team will be assembled which usually consists of 20 to 40 members 
depending on the setting of the dungeon to be visited. For this case study, multiple 
types of data have been collected. Seven semi-structured interviews were conducted 
with the guild officers and members. Each interview lasted 30 to 60 minutes. The 
author also observed live game playing. Finally, the guild discussion archive on the 
Web was examined. 

3.2   Overview of World of Warcraft 

WoW is a role-playing game based on the popular Warcraft series. When entering the 
game, players create virtual characters to explore the fantasyland. During the creation of 
their characters, players can choose from eight different races and ten different classes. 
Each race and class has its own special combination of capabilities and skills. Some of 
them are good at fighting in close range; some of them are specialized in spell casting 
from a distance. Once the characters are chosen, players can then begin their adventures 
involving learning skills, acquiring better equipments, fighting monsters, and pursuing 
quests. However, embedded in the design of the races and classes is the interdependence 
among players. Individual players have to team up to form a strong enough collective in 
order to complete major quests or conquering main dungeons. However, the 
undertaking of a raid is not a casual act. It requires carefully planning and executing 
among participating players. These teamwork processes occur not only during the actual 
fighting with monsters, but also before and after each mission. The success of a raid 
hinges on team coordination and member commitment [8]. 

4   Reward Distribution in DX 

Each time a team goes to a dungeon, it may acquire multiple game items from killed 
monsters. These items, also called “loots”, can enhance the capabilities of a character 
or fulfill game quests. They can also be sold to other players for in-game currencies or 
even real dollars. In addition to these material outcomes, participating in the guild 
also yield social and psychological rewards. Social rewards include various types of 
social capital such as status, reputation, trust, and friendship. The primary source of 
psychological reward is the enjoyment of playing the game. While participating in a 
guild is important to enjoy particular aspects of the game, the guild does not involved 
in the distribution of the fun of playing. This report will focus on the distribution of 
material and social rewards. 
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4.1   Material Rewards Distribution: The Raid Point and Auction System 

DX currently uses a raid point and auction system to document the efforts of raid 
participants and distribute game items gained in raids. Under this system, each raid 
participant is awarded a specific amount of raid points for the time they spent in a 
guild-organized raid. Typically, participants can earn one point per hour. These raid 
points are then used in bidding for loots. Most items gained in a raid are distributed to 
raid participants via auction. These raid points are also accumulative. For the most 
part, a common pool approach is adopted in which raid points earned across raids and 
dungeons are added together. It allows members to “save” their efforts and “spend” 
them for desired items at a later time and/or in a different dungeon. 

From the distributive justice perspective, this raid point and auction system 
provides a delicate balance among the equity and equality principles. The fact that 
everyone earns the same amount of raid points for their participation well represents 
the equality principle. On the other hand, the auction mechanism offers players a great 
degree of control of their own rewards. It supports the equity rule by allowing raid 
participant to decide what a fair return is for their efforts. 

In addition, the common pool approach is a particular kind of implementation of 
the raid point system. It implies three types of equality regarding player contributions: 
equality across players, equality across time, and equality across dungeons. First, 
everyone’s contribution to a raid mission is the same, and, therefore, everyone earns 
raid points by the same hourly rate. Second, the time spent at a given dungeon is 
worth the same no matter when the raid occurs. Third, the time spent at a given 
dungeon is worth the same as the time spent in another dungeon. For the common raid 
point pool approach to work, all three types of equality need to be accepted by the 
guild members. However, each of the three types of equality has its own challenge 
and requires policy remedy. 

Contribution equality across players is in general accepted by guild members due 
to the interdependent nature between different character classes and the difficulty of 
objective evaluation. However, there are a number of policies aiming at regulating 
raid-related behaviors. These policies can be seen as attempts to ensure a minimum 
quality of individual performance. 

Contribution equality across time holds most of the cases excepting when a 
dungeon is new. It requires a lot of time and efforts for DX to figure out the most 
effective and efficient strategy for conquer a new dungeon. During the exploring 
stage, failed raid trips were common and, as a result, little loots are gained. To 
compensate for the low return on game items, DX constantly award extra bonus 
points for trips to new dungeons. 

Finally, contribution equality across dungeon is the one that has been challenged 
most often, especially when the differences between dungeons widen. Please see 
below in subsection 5.2 for further discussion. 

4.2   Social Rewards Distribution 

In addition to the social relationships cultivated via participating in guild activities, 
DX provides a couple of explicit social rewards. First, experienced and interested 
players may be promoted to raid leaders who will be responsible to make tactical 
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decisions during a raid and expect all raid participants to follow. Currently, new raid 
leaders are nominated and consented by the guild leadership. Second, DX also awards 
its members who accumulate the highest total raid points with a valuable unique game 
item in recognition of their contributions to the guild. This recognition can be seen to 
compensate the inability of the auction system to provide fair return for excessive 
contribution. 

5   Fairness Management 

The management of fairness regarding reward distribution is most clearly manifested 
in various guild policies and norms. Through the proposition, discussion, and revision 
of related policies, the perceived fairness was negotiated, debated, and confirmed. Of 
particular interest are those policies addressing two distinct dimensions: behavior 
regulation and resource management. The dimension of behavior regulation deals 
with the contribution aspect in an exchange relationship. The resource management 
policies address issues in the distribution aspect. This section will begin by 
identifying policy categories within each dimension. Following, the emerging 
principles in framing policy debates will be articulated. Finally, the structural features 
of the game environment and the guild that triggered policy discussion will be 
discussed. 

5.1   Behavior Regulation 

As discussed above, the way DX implemented its raid point system implies that 
everyone’s stay in a dungeon makes the same level of contribution to the raid mission. 
Therefore, each participant is awarded the same amount of raid points. To ensure the 
performance equality across players, it is necessary to control the quality of input by 
raid participants. To this end, DX has established policies on issues related to 
qualification, attendance, and obedience. 

Qualification policies concern the membership status. To be admitted to DX, 
applicants need to participate in the guild activities for a four-week observation 
period, be sponsored by four guild members, and be voted in by guild members on a 
super majority ground (80%). As researchers suggested, personnel selection was 
important in facilitating trust relationship in virtual organizations [14]. By choosing 
those who are trustworthy to work with, the group reduces the risk of receiving sub-
optimal input. DX’s tight membership admission policy works in the same manner. It 
attempts to control the most important input of raid missions – the players. 

In addition to personnel control, DX also adopts various policies to regulate raid-
related behaviors. Due to the highly interdependent nature of raid task, attendance is 
one of the most important aspects of raid coordination. DX offers sign-up raid point 
bonus to encourage the disclosure of availability as well as commitment from 
interested members. The guild also applies raid point penalties to those who reserve a 
spot but do not show up at the raid time or those who leave the raid early. 

Moreover, all raid team members are asked to unconditionally follow the order of 
the raid leader. Conquering a dungeon consists of a series of battles with monsters. 
Each battle may require a different strategy detailing the division of labors, the 
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position of each player, and the timing of every move. This delicate and complicate 
endeavor can easily fail due to one player’s uncoordinated action. As a preventive 
measure, a severe penalty will be applied to those who do not adhere to the leader’s 
instructions. 

Overall, these behavior-regulating policies aim to ensure the contribution by each 
raid participant to meet a minimum standard. They provide important support for 
implementing the equality rule in the raid point system. 

5.2   Resource Management 

Resource management policies deal with the distribution of group outcomes. While 
there are several advantages of relying on auction for sharing rewards, there are also a 
number of potential market failures. To address the pitfalls, DX established rules 
covering three different aspects of outcome distribution: market segregation, item 
filter, and pricing. Each will be discussed below. 

First, the issue of market segregation is directly related to the common raid point 
approach, and , more specifically, the contribution equality across dungeons. In 
WoW, each dungeon offers different class-specific items. A player may never find 
suitable equipment to his or her character class in a dungeon and, therefore, there is 
little incentive for the player to visit that particular dungeon. One common raid point 
pool resolves this participation issue by allowing players to spend their raid points 
across different dungeons. However, this arrangement also makes the time spent in 
easier dungeons equivalent to time spent in harder ones. When the differences 
between dungeons increase, it becomes more difficult to hold this particular 
arrangement. Indeed, DX set up a separate pool for a specific dungeon where only 20-
member teams are allowed instead of the normal 40-person groups. The expansion 
set, which offers new tier of game items and lowers team size limit, also brought a 
couple of changes. For the new 25-person team events, DX establish another new raid 
point pool. As for the 10-person event, it was decided that the participants themselves 
without the guild intervention would determine loots. 

Second, while most items acquired in a raid are distributed via auction, there are 
several exceptions. As mentioned earlier, certain unique items may be reserved and 
offered as social rewards for top performing members. In addition, the distribution of 
“legendary” items, which are rare and powerful, does not subject to the auction. 
Instead, they are decided by the guild leadership. Moreover, game items with specific 
utilities to raid missions will also be shielded from the auction and deposited to a 
guild repository for later use. Together, these rules work as filters between the loot 
items and the auction system to address a potential market problem -- the auction 
procedure sends items to players who value them the most rather than those who can 
produce the most impacts to the guild raids. Therefore, to the benefit of the guild, 
certain items are not distributed via bidding, but, instead, exchanged for commitment 
to future guild activities. The following policy regarding the Warlock Bag fully 
illustrates the point. 

“The core leather for the warlock soul shard bags will be given out to warlocks for free, 
[…] This only applies to mains who are active in raids [...] Further, they will be expected 
to bring the bag to raids full of shards.” 
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Third, another intervention to the auction market in DX is its minimum bid policy. 
The minimum bid policy was implemented at the end of 2005. Prior to that, anyone 
could bid an item for as little as one raid point. In a well-explored dungeon, bidding 
competition was low since most veterans had collected all the loots they wanted. As a 
result, new members could acquire equipments with very low cost. However, it also 
led to increasing bidding pressure in new dungeons because all the raid points saved 
by the new comers could be used to compete for new equipments. This was perceived 
as “unfair” by the veterans as articulated in the quote below. 

“I am more than happy for anyone new to get all their items for 1 [raid point] or even for 
free, so in that regard I am happy for them not to have to work as hard as others have for 
those items. The issue has solely been that in return for us giving them free loot, we have to 
work even harder to get loot ourselves.” 

In response, a tiered minimum bid system was implemented with the lowest bid 
increased to 10 raid points. As the guild leader justifying the new policy, it was 
claimed that “minimum bids even the field so that there is some time/reward 
investment even if you're the only one that needs a given item.”  In other words, the 
minimum bid policy is a compromise between the need principle and the equity 
principle. 

5.3   Guiding Principles 

Upon examining the community discussion on policies related to reward distribution, 
six norms or arguments had been mentioned repeatedly. The three rules of distributive 
justice were evident in its implementation of the raid point system and related policies 
as discussed above. In addition, procedural justice, task efficiency and effectiveness, 
as well as community identity also emerged as main factors shaping perceived 
fairness. These ideas provided guiding frameworks in which fairness was negotiated 
and consented. 

Procedural justice concerns about the process of distributing group outcomes. All 
guild members should be subject to the same process and regulations. The guild has 
frequently cited this principle and resisted suggestions to deal with negative behaviors 
on case-by-case bases. For example, in the discussion of the leaving early penalty, 
one guild officer stated, “general guild policies are much better than singling 
individuals out arbitrarily. […] It’s really hard to be objective and fair with that sort 
of policy in place.”  A number of members also expressed similar emphasis on 
procedural justice and posted comments like this one: “everyone is put on the same 
level and given the same penalties which is fair. … Everyone in DA should be given 
equal punishment just as we all get equal bonuses.” 

In addition, how raids can be run effectively and efficiently is also an important 
factor to be considered for both behavior regulation and resource management 
policies. Opportunistic or anti-disciplinary behaviors may cause extra coordination 
efforts, extra waiting time of teammates, and even the whole raid to fail. As one DX 
member put it in discussing the leaving early penalty, “right now, only the raid is 
paying the price for a choice you get to make. I think it's perfectly acceptable to have 
both parties suffer a bit.”  That is to say, if people cause the cost of raid to increase or 
the expected outcomes to decrease, they need to pay for it. By the same token, people 
who can reduce the raid cost or increase the likelihood of raid success should be 
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compensated by the guild. This argument also lends support to the item filter policies 
discussed above. 

Moreover, how the guild perceives itself has direct impacts on how fairness is 
calculated. For example, whether or not a community adopts a hardcore (vs. casual) 
guild identity relates to the level of participation expected from each member, and, 
therefore, influences the perceived deservedness of rewards. When a community 
adopts an identity of “free trade”, it prides itself on facilitating individual growth via 
collective help. As a result, the community will stash away resources to distribute to 
members with relatively under-developed game characters. The fairness of this 
exchange is based on the need principle and evaluated against potential future 
contribution from the beneficiaries to the community. 

DX identifies itself as “a raiding guild, but not a powergamer guild” in its official 
charter document. This particular community identity was constantly mentioned in the 
debates of policies. For example, before the implementation of the raid point bidding 
system, many guild members voiced their objection based on the believe that the 
system would turn the guild from a “laid-back, easy-going” one to a “a ‘professional’ 
hardcore gamer guild.”  Arguments based on the guild identity also appeared in the 
discussion of leaving early penalty. One dissent member proposed a looser version 
with a comment saying “even then it sounds like we're getting too hardcore for my 
liking”. Another member also posted to question the fitness between the guild identity 
and this stricter behavior regulation: “didn’t you say we are not a hardcore guild? […] 
why should a NON hardcore guild take away our points? Hmmmmmmm”  Overall, 
different community identities prompt people to consider the issue of fairness 
differently and may favor different distribution principles. 

5.4   Structural Factors 

Guild policies did not rise in a void. Often times they were proposed in response to 
changes in the guild or the game.  In particular, four structural features of the game 
environment, including task characteristics, raid team size, reward tiers, and loot 
placement, were observed to give rise to various policies. Task characteristic is an 
important factor. As discussed above, high level of task interdependence of raid 
activity is part of the reason to accept performance equality across players.  

Additionally, uneven loot placement across dungeons furthers the interdependence 
among players. As mentioned above, many game items are class specific. However, 
any given dungeon does not offer loots to all classes. This uneven allocation requires 
members to help each other out even if it means to visit dungeons with little reward 
expectation. Consequently, it supports the contribution equality across dungeons.  

Moreover, changes in raid team size and loot tiers may create significant 
differences between dungeons to challenge the assumption of contribution equality 
across dungeons and trigger market segregation as discussed above.  

Evidence also demonstrates the importance of structural features of the guild, such 
as guild size and member structure. When a guild grows bigger, more formal 
organization is needed [17]. Managing fairness via returning personal favors or turn 
taking within a small clan is not adequate for a large community. Indeed, in the 
discussion prior to the implementation of the raid point system, several members 
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advocated the view that “with a guild this size we really need a bit more structure.”  
The size of the guild necessitated formal structure to handle reward distribution.  

In addition, the composition of group members also matters. The idea of a raid 
point system was thought to be disadvantageous to casual players. The different 
perspectives on fairness were made clear by both the casual player and serious gamer 
camps in the discussion. Similarly, new comers and veterans split their opinions on 
the minimum bid policy. While veterans thought minimum bids were fair price to ask, 
new guild members considered themselves unfairly taxed to protect veterans’ bidding 
advantage. The evidence indicates that member composition and relative political 
power of each member subgroup will then influence how different perspectives can 
be merged to guide the design and implementation of reward distribution policies.  

6   Conclusion 

This study provides a snapshot on how an online gamer community managed fairness 
in reward distribution. Several contributions are made to further our understanding in 
this area. First, the implementation of a formal reward distribution system reflects 
particular distribution principles. Additionally, results showed that how the guild 
manages fairness is constantly evolving in the form of new policy initiation or policy 
revisions. Various community policies regarding behavior regulation and resource 
management were introduced to patch up potential pitfalls of the reward distribution 
system and fine-tune fairness management. Second, in addition to equity, equality, 
and need, three additional guiding principles emerged in fairness debates were 
identified including procedural justice, task efficiency and effectiveness, and 
community identity.  Third, a number of structural features of the game environment 
as well as the guild were recognized to have impacts on policy choices related to 
fairness management.   

Overall, the findings identify important aspects of fairness management in virtual 
communities.  They can serve as a blueprint for future studies.  Further research is 
needed to expand the catalog in each aspect, as well as validate the findings in large 
population. Additionally, considering the importance of player communities to 
individual players’ game experience [17], it is imperative for game developers to 
provide better help to player communities. This study can also serve as basis to 
generate propositions to further the development of game community support.  
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