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A note up front: I’ve been wrestling with this paper for a while, even pushing well beyond the date due, in the hopes that a bolt-of-lightning insight would strike and I’d see what it all adds up to. I know the pieces that I want to fit together, and am convinced that there’s something compelling there, but haven’t been able to lay out a conclusion that satisfactorily knits them together. That said, here’s what I’ve got – I’m looking forward to a discussion in Niagara-on-the-Lake that will help me synthesize.
From the perspective of cultural heritage institutions (libraries, archives, museums), most engagement with games as a form of activity has been in the context of public programming and outreach. Explicitly framed as interpretive activity, such games focus on offering the user a particular experience of the institution's collections, usually with an informal or lifelong learning focus.

One of the most-discussed examples in the museum community has been the Smithsonian American Art Museum's venture into alternate reality gaming, Ghost of a Chance, which played out over several months in the summer and fall of 2008. The game followed in the vein of other ARGs by drawing players into a mystery that unfolded across websites, Facebook, and other online media, finally culminating in a series of on-site "quests" that drew 244 individuals to the museum in Washington DC. The on-site quests were designed to be replayable and are run weekly by staff for interested visitors willing to commit a few hours to a unique museum experience.

From the SAA’s perspective, Ghost of a Chance was an unqualified success, one that introduced a new audience to the museum. Games like these represent impressive new opportunities for informal education and deep connections with cultural heritage collections; however, they don’t come cheap. The level of initial investment and ongoing staff time to maintain a public program that reaches an audience in the tens every time it’s run throw into question the scalability of high-touch narrative-driven game experiences like ARGs for cultural institutions (especially in times of tighter budgets).

The other major thread of gaming that I’ve seen in the cultural heritage sector lies under the general heading of “serious games.” Often manifesting as simulations of real-world situations, serious games bring all the tools of game design to bear for a purpose other than entertainment (commonly education or training), with narratives that reinforce ethical or social change goals.

While much of the conversation within the museum and library community has focused on outreach and education via games with a strong narrative and interpretive framework, I do think that game mechanics might be fruitfully applied to other areas of institutional practice. In this paper I’ll explore a different model – the application of casual gaming to the discovery of and movement through historical collections (particularly those in archives and libraries). 

Casual Games

As a category, casual games represent a booming portion of an ever-growing game industry. While there’s no formal distinction between casual and non-casual (sometimes called “core”) games, game designer Greg Trefry describes out a set of shared elements
 in his recently-published book Casual Game Design that are useful as a starting point:

· Rules and goals must be clear

· Players need to be able to quickly reach proficiency

· Casual game play adapts to a player’s life and schedule

· Game concepts borrow familiar content and themes from life

The result is a small, modular game, commonly but not always found either as a mobile app or online (often in the form of a lightweight downloadable Flash file). The canonical casual game is Solitaire; the family also includes Minesweeper, Tetris, Bejeweled, Wurdle and Wii Sports. Casual games tend to occupy the space between puzzles and immersive narrative games; gameplay is usually cyclical, with each level or screen playable in a short period of time and relatively low consequences for failure. A well-designed casual game kicks the user into a state of flow quickly, and is just as easy to pull out of when more pressing commitments beckon.

The recent growth of casual games can be attributed to a number of factors, but a few are worth highlighting. For one, casual games are relatively easy to develop – compared with the estimated cost of $30 million for Halo 3, a casual game might cost in the tens of thousands of dollars to develop. Moreover, thanks to the success of Apple’s iPhone App Store, casual game designers have a new audience for their work, as well as an easy mechanism for charging for and fulfilling orders. The iPhone (and now iPad) offers an ideal casual gaming platform, with rich gestural interfaces that are both intuitive and broadly accessible.
 It’s worth noting that the Wii aims for the same sort of fluid user experience, but makes some demands of the user (physical location) that mobile platforms don’t.

An important distinction to draw up front is that between casual games and what might be called toys. Both games and toys are deeply bound up with ideas of fun and play, but it’s telling to note that games are played, while toys are played with. Games have rules and they have goals; there’s a structure to games that requires a certain deference by the player, while toys invite open-ended play. A piece of software that enables users to draw with a virtual crayon is a toy; introduce the laws of physics and the need to get a ball from one position to another and you’ve created a game (in this case, Crayon Physics).

Put bluntly, while goals are important to games generally, clear goals are essential to successful casual games; the quick adoption and low barriers of casual games demand readily intelligible goals for players to pick up, as well as straightforward mechanics with which to achieve them. This means that to consider the value of casual games to facilitate engagement with historical collections, we need to be clear on what exactly the goals of that engagement might be.

Hand in hand with goals are the mechanics by which they’re achieved. As a casual game designer, Trefry lays out his taxonomy of the core game mechanics, which include:

· Matching items of similar types (e.g. gems in Bejeweled)

· Sorting heterogeneous items into ordered patterns (e.g. Solitaire cards)

· Seeking specific items out of a crowded field

· Managing multiple parallel streams of activity/information ( the Flight Simulator control panel)

· Hitting things (Whack-a-Mole, Wii Tennis, the 5 Guitar Hero controller keys)

· Building structures out of individual pieces (Jenga or Tetris towers)

· Socializing with other players (e.g. the selection of an winner by a judge in Apples to Apples, or cooperative play within Rock Band)
A given game might combine several of these mechanics, but they offer a useful toolkit to break down a game in order to understand its pieces; when multiple are present, it’s their relative balance that produces a compelling experience. The act of game design involves both the genesis of an original idea as well as an iterative honing of this balance; the experience of playing Tetris would be very different if there were 3 or 14 varieties of brick rather than the 7 that are seared into our collective brains.
Casual Games in the Archive
On to the topic at hand – casual games in the historical archive. Above all else, the activity that concerns archives and other institutions that maintain large-scale collections is discovery; how to connect a given user with the particular items in the collection that are most relevant to her interests. At core, I’d argue that there are two modes of discovery with a collection: browsing and searching. Browsing is relatively unstructured and exploratory, unfolding through process, while searching is goal-directed and based on prior knowledge. Consider the web as an archive, for example; the homepages for Yahoo and Google circa 1999 represented these two modes, with the former offering a taxonomy of top-level categories to be browsed down and the latter simply offering a search box, nothing more. Heirarchies, like open-stack collections, allow for browsing without a priori knowledge of that which is ultimately discovered, whereas search boxes require that the user be able to actively name what she is looking for.

Right now, our systems for working with historical archives are relatively clumsy, and only support very specific kinds of inquiry. At NYPL, for example, the push from system vendors and conventional wisdom has been toward “Google-like” search boxes which strip away more and more context in favor of relevancy-ranked results; at the same time, the push for archival collections has been toward shallower description of more collections (meaning that while a record might be findable for a given cache of collected papers, very little about the contents of that collection might be available online – in essence, a tradeoff of depth for breadth). 

Independent of the mode of discovery, there are arguably three categories of user for historical archives: the researcher, the student, and the lifelong learner. I’d distinguish them by goals and motivation rather than visible markers like credentials or professional status:

· Researchers are actively engaged with the collections for the purpose of validating existing or creating new knowledge; whether looking to flesh out their understanding of a particular event or person, or to confirm an existing idea, there’s a specific product of a researcher’s work (e.g. an article or a family tree).

· Students have in essence been handed a quest; they wouldn’t be engaging with the archive on their own, but do so because of an assignment from a higher authority (generally, a teacher). One can expect them to do what’s necessary to complete their assignment, but generally not much more.

· Lifelong learners have neither a particular research project nor an assignment to complete; their engagement is at a level of general curiosity and desire to learn for their own satisfaction. One might think of a casual museum-goer fitting this profile. 

Each of these three categories profiles a very different kind of user, with very different goals. The researcher is fundamentally interested in completing her research project (however well-formed) to the greatest extent possible, while the student is looking to complete a not-dissimilar effort with the minimal amount of effort. The lifelong learner, possibly the most intriguing of the three because she represents the opportunity to actually grow the user base of the archive, has a basic goal of enjoyment and a sense of engagement or even entertainment (at the New York Public Library, we talk about the institutional desire to “inspire lifelong learning” – this is an unstructured process, as distinguished from formal education).

I’ll interject a question here – is the distinction between Researchers and Lifelong Learners a useful one? It’s a standard divide in collecting institutions, with very different arms of the org serving each category, but the more I think about it, the more that the actual practices of both types are essentially similar.

In thinking through the kinds of casual games that might be useful in different discovery contexts, one could imagine a two-dimensional grid of user types against modes of discovery.
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	Lifelong Learner
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	Searching
	
	
	



The full draft of this paper will think through existing tools for each of these contexts, and ways that casual game mechanics could be applied in each (yes, I’m punting here for the time being).

Working with Collections

Of course, all of the above discussion relies on the basic work of accessioning and describing archival materials having been completed – can’t build a discovery game if data about the collection doesn’t exist. At a basic level, a given archival collection needs to be processed, resulting in a clarified structure described to the container level in a finding aid (preferably in a machine-parsable format like EAD). In an ideal scenario, the contents of each folder/box/etc. would be described with appropriate metadata down to the item level; the form of this description would vary depending on the format of the items – descriptions and subject headings for images, timelogs for time-based media, fields like “to”, “from”, geography and date for correspondence, and so on. Finally, everything would be digitized and, where appropriate, transcribed into machine-readable text with full TEI markup.

And then, there’s the real world. At the New York Public Library, our backlog of not-even-processed materials stretches to the horizon, with a substantial portion of our archival collections not even open to researchers because we don’t have a clear sense of what’s inside them. These collections are functionally invisible to the world, with no trace online of their existence; a recent initiative aimed to expose them though shallow description – a sentence for each collection on NYPL’s website, with a simple catalog record at least enabling users to discover that the collection exists, and request that it be processed and opened for patron use.

 When we talk about digitization, putting something in front of a camera is the relatively easy part; it’s the creation of metadata for discovery and use of an individual image that is incredibly hard. In our recent work with historic maps, we’ve found that the work of georectifying digitized map images and tracing shapes like building footprints as vector layers is hugely valuable for researchers, and vastly out of scale with the Library’s internal resources…there’s simply too much work to get done ourselves.

The answer in this case is to turn to the general idea of “crowdsourcing”, opening up the mechanisms of data-creation to the general public and inviting them to participate in what amounts to the processing of this particular collection. The sweet spot here, at least in theory, is a set of activities that function as a sort of informal education experience in their own right, rewarding for the individual user while at the same time throwing off data that increases the value of the broader archive.

A number of institutions have begun exploring such crowdsourced models, and one issue has become clear: simply opening up the internal tools designed for librarians and archivists might bear initial fruit, but to reach anything more than a minimal scale of participation institutions must devote serious thought to user experience and community organizing. Crowdsourced labor doesn’t come free, but the right investment in unconventional staff and tools might well result in many times the data generated by in-house metadata creation.

So, how to make such participatory interfaces engaging? The most promising examples have come out of the intersection of metadata creation and casual gaming, most notably the work of Carnegie Mellon computer science professor Luis von Ahn, creator of ReCaptcha and the ESP Game (later recast as the Google Image Labeler). Von Ahn’s games tend to hinge on one crucial insight; the basic mechanism of double-keying data can be turned into a game, Mary Poppins style, if the two participants are aware of each others’ existence. Thus, the ESP Game, which essentially just asks a player to tag images with words, becomes a surprisingly compelling game when that player is tagging at the same time as another, anonymous player, and “leveling up” only occurs when both players hit on the same tag. All of a sudden, the act of tagging shifts from a purely descriptive one to a social game mechanic, as the player begins to think not just of how she would describe the image, but how others would do so. A ticking countdown increases the pressure, resulting in a finely-tuned casual game experience.

Von Ahn has gone on to develop a number of other games that combine this basic insight with other casual game mechanics to effect other kinds of descriptive work, whether matching patterns or sorting words. There’s something compelling about the frame of mind one enters while playing these games; the collections wash over the player, who responds in a more quick-twitch, unconscious manner. There might be interesting implications here for how users work with a list of search results, or process a visualization of a collection.

However, the reliance on social mechanics as the fundamental motivator seems potentially problematic in the case of the historical archive. Historical researchers, for example, are often actively wary of sharing their interests or research before publication, and might be made uncomfortable by the conscious knowledge of others looking at the same items. At the same time, social connections between players might well facilitate community-building across all kinds of archive users, which could make for a more compelling and exploratory experience for all involved.

Aside from social devices, however, a number of casual game mechanics might be employed in the service of simultaneously exploring and building out the historical archive. Especially given the dominant norms of container-level description for archival collections, games that center on sorting or matching offer a way to construct a meaningful experience at the item level without necessarily having detailed metadata of each individual item – such games could likely be created with container-level data and raw digital files at the item level, generating relationships between items through the act of play. Such techniques might be paired with current work on collection dashboards to generate data to be visualized for the use of others.

And that’s it for the moment. Right now, there’s a framework here that I think is sound and could lead to some interesting conclusions, but it all feels very spare. Obviously, the two things that this work needs to become something useful are tangible examples and a broader conclusion. On the former, I’m not sure whether I’d be better off exploring existing projects that have elements of casual gameplay (a la the von Ahn work), or outlining speculative prototypes for casual games that could be built (likely using specific NYPL examples). Frankly, I’m really looking forward to two days of discussions to clarify and focus my thinking here – I’m convinced there’s something important in here that could be valuable in getting past the basic search-and-retrieval models for discovery within historical archives, but it’s clearly not there yet. Thanks for your patience!

� Trefry, pp. 1


� Five minutes watching my two year-old daughter is all it takes to be convinced of accessibility of casual games on the iPhone, the message reinforced by the screens full of downloaded children’s apps by a range of publishers (most notably the Children’s Television Workshop, creators of Sesame Street) 


� See, for example, Richard Urban’s recent work on collection dashboards: � HYPERLINK "http://www.inherentvice.net/?p=217" ��http://www.inherentvice.net/?p=217�
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