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CHAPTER 1


INTRODUCTION

 


Have you ever wondered what happens when
your significant other, friend or family member heads into their
computer room for a night playing World of Warcraft? Have you
wondered if they were gaining any real world value from the hours
“lost” in a virtual world? As a player, have you wondered how the
skills you have used to create guilds, run raids and defeat the
game might translate into skills in your day-to-day life? As a
business manager, have you wondered what skills you should expect
from the gamer generation when you interview them for positions and
when you try to integrate them into your company? Have you felt you
could more effectively leverage their skills if you understood them
better? These questions and more are answered as we analyze World
of Warcraft and its relation to the business world.

In the next sixteen chapters we will delve
into World of Warcraft, not as game, but as a development tool. We
will look at how the game develops practical skills and experience
that translate into the real and business world. We will show that
players are exposed to many of the same situations and experiences
that a typical business must address and, as such, that the game
generates a wealth of experience for the player to draw on in their
business life. By the end of the book, the hours spent online by
your significant other, friend, family member or potential employee
will not seem so “lost” anymore.

*****

Welcome to WoW Factor: An insider’s look at
the real skills developed in the virtual World of Warcraft. My name
is Kirk Wankel. I am a Chartered Accountant which is the Canadian
equivalent of a Certified Public Accountant (“CPA”) in the United
States. My career includes nearly fifteen years of experience in
the business community. I am also a child of the computer
revolution who has been gaming since the era of Commodore 64’s and
my family owned one of the original IBM PC computers before the
existence of Microsoft. Yes, it is hard to believe, but there was a
world and computers before our friends from Redmond, Washington,
came on the scene.

Back during that time period, circa 1980,
the company my father worked for was relatively forward-thinking
and recognized the impending personal computer revolution. As a
result, it offered to subsidize fifty percent of the purchase of
new computers by certain employees. While that may not seem like
much in today’s world, an original IBM PC had a price tag of
$6,000. Imagine what that would be today in inflation adjusted
dollars: even scarier when you consider most cell phones are more
powerful than those computers.

I highlight the price tag, not just for the
interesting anecdote it provides, but to show just how much the
world has changed in the last thirty years. We have gone from an
era where computers were just coming on the scene and were very
costly and inaccessible, to a world where almost everyone owns a
computer, has internet access, and where a child over the age of
ten who cannot use a computer is effectively as stifled as a child
who is functionally illiterate.

My background comes from the accounting
world, where the computer revolution has been profound. I can still
recall my first days as an auditor, performing the majority of my
audit work on ten or fourteen column paper, using a pencil, and
making auditing references in red. Back in the day, an auditor’s
footnotes and references were almost an art form. You could
identify someone else’s work by their style. The accounting
profession almost single-handedly kept red pencils in
production.

Today, accounting is almost entirely
completed by computer and seven and fourteen column paper has been
replaced by spreadsheets such as Microsoft Excel. In turn,
accounting efficiency has gone up substantially and most
accountants would cringe at the prospect of having to perform an
audit, prepare a budget, or prepare a set of financial statements
by hand, though I am sure some pine for the days of the old red
pencil.

As an early adopter of the computer, I was
exposed to the online community as it developed. I still recall the
days before the internet when friends had 300, 1200 and 2400 baud
modems for online communication. These were the equivalent of the
big brick cellular phone, for those of a younger vintage, with some
modems being larger than today’s typical laptops. At the time,
online communication was done via BBS’ or bulletin board
systems.

Looking back, those early days of bulletin
boards presented the first major intersection of online and real
life. One of my closest friends and business advisors, a successful
international route planner for a major United States airline, is
someone that I met on a local bulletin board back in the late
1980’s. At the time, he went by the screen name “Skibum” and his
interests were skiing, (/sarcasm I know, hard to believe), computer
games, and debating the issues of the day. Little did we know then
where our careers would lead, but it was evident from the start
that the potential was there.

With the explosion of the internet in the
early-to-mid nineties, I was first introduced to the multiplayer
online community via a classic Activision Blizzard Inc.
(“Blizzard”) title, StarCraft. Unlike World of Warcraft, which is a
massively multiplayer online role-playing game (“MMORPG”),
StarCraft was a real-time strategy game that pitted individuals or
teams of up to four against other players. StarCraft was at the
forefront of the creation of e-sports and became a cultural
phenomenon in South Korea.

Starcraft utilized Blizzard’s Battle.net
online network which allowed players to congregate and interact
with other players between games in a sort of virtual lounge. As a
result, the game was able to create a huge online following as
players began to learn about and interact with other players. While
the StarCraft game itself was not a massively multiplayer online
game, the Battle.net service that enabled you to play it online
was, in essence, a massively multiplayer online chat room. As such,
it laid the foundation for me and other players to venture into the
massively multiplayer online world.

Prior to StarCraft and World of Warcraft,
massively multiplayer games were contrary to my view of computer
games and the maintenance of a reasonable computer/life balance.
The original massively multiplayer games included significant time
sinks (activities that are primarily time consuming, rather than
challenging) that rewarded compulsive behaviour and fuelled the
negative perception of computer gamers that still permeates society
today. Without StarCraft lending credibility to Blizzard and their
ability to redefine the market, I would likely have never ventured
into World of Warcraft and discovered the evolution of online
gaming it created.

That I chose to write a book based on World
of Warcraft is a testament to Blizzard’s ability to redefine the
massively multiplayer online world and create an environment that
can add value to an individual on a personal and professional
level. That it was able to create something that not only enabled a
reasonable computer/life balance but took the positive aspects of
computing and brought them to the forefront has been a boon to
Blizzard, and the gaming community as a whole. It is also what
ultimately created my alter egos that fuel the virtual-life side of
this book.

*****

Within the World of Warcraft, my name is
ZippyTDR and I am a gnome Mage! I am also ZippyTSP, a draenei
Priest and ZippyTM, a night-elf Druid. These three characters
combined have spanned five years and three versions of World of
Warcraft: the original version which is referred to as “vanilla”
World of Warcraft and the two expansions known as The Burning
Crusade and the Wrath of the Lich King respectively. During that
time, I put in two hundred and seventy four “days played” on those
characters. A day played refers to twenty-four hours of online
time. Thus, if you played two hours per night for twelve nights,
you would have one day played. To put those numbers in context for
the non-gamer, if World of Warcraft was a standard forty hour per
week profession, the two hundred and seventy-four days played would
convert into a full-time job lasting over three years (technically
3.161538 years for the obsessive-compulsive gamers out there)
without a vacation.

The existence of three alter egos is not a
sign I should be visiting my local doctor to test for
attention-deficit disorder. Rather, it is due to the fact that
World of Warcraft has not actually been one game over the past five
years, but three. Each expansion brought with it substantial
changes to the game mechanics which drove the multiple-character
disorder described previously. The motivation behind the various
characters and the naming convention used is discussed later in the
book.

As World of Warcraft was my first MMORPG, I
was a bit of a latecomer into the social networking that ultimately
drives the longevity of the game. I joined my first, and only,
“endgame” guild (an endgame guild is a guild that has primarily
finished levelling and is focused on the content available to those
at the maximum level. This content commonly referred to as
“endgame” content) called the Fluffy Bunnies of Doom in the late
summer of 2005. In January, 2006 I took over as their raid leader
(raids are the largest and most complicated content in the game
requiring from ten to forty players to complete. A raid group is
the team of players attempting that content) and became part of the
guild leadership.

From that point to this day, I have
maintained those positions and the responsibilities they entail. At
first blush, the idea of a successful group of people called Fluffy
Bunnies being lead by a four foot Gnome named Zippy might seem a
bit crazy, especially to the non-gamer in the crowd. However, it
did and does work and the reasons behind that success form a major
foundation of this book.

At this point, half of the World of Warcraft
players reading this are probably threatening to burn the book. You
see, World of Warcraft is split into two factions called Horde and
Alliance and I play Alliance. This is the sporting equivalent of
Chicago Cubs fans reading a book written by a Chicago White Sox fan
(other than maybe President Barack Obama) or the business
equivalent of a Microsoft employee reading a “how-to” book by Steve
Jobs. Nonetheless, I would like to alleviate those concerns. To my
Horde brethren, please do not confuse my pedigree with being
anti-Horde. In fact, some of my best friends are Horde. My old
StarCraft clan members all rolled Horde. I even dabbled in playing
Horde a little myself when I was younger and am still part of an
original server (a server that was in existence the first day
Vanilla World of Warcraft was launched) guild.

I ended up as an Alliance player in fairly
typical fashion. That is, my real-life friends rolled Alliance and
since my original purpose for playing World of Warcraft was to play
with them, I rolled Alliance as well. I can hear all of the parents
in the crowd lamenting... While I am pretty sure I would not jump
off a bridge if my friends did it first, apparently I would roll
Alliance. Besides, bungee cords break!

Before we move on, I have to address the
second group out there that may be threatening to burn this book.
That group being the natural enemy of the accountant, the engineer.
To the engineers in the crowd I make the same plea. Some of my best
friends are engineers. In fact, the main tank of my raid group is
an engineer. Engineers are very nice people. I admit I cannot
understand a word they say when two or more of them talk to each
other, but that does not keep us from getting along. Well, at least
as long as they are not causing a “wipe.”

A “wipe” is one of the numerous game terms
that will pop up from time-to-time in the book. In order to provide
some clarity for the non-gamers in the audience, there is a
glossary at the end of the book providing a bit more depth on the
various terms used by gamers and other information. While “leet
speak” and gamer terms are second nature to the gamer population,
they may as well be a foreign language to the uninitiated, as they
are as close to the English language as the local slang of any
region.

Back to this specific gamer term, a “wipe”
is the term for a failed attempt by the raid group to defeat the
current obstacle. Typically, a wipe is a chain reaction of events
from the benign to the spectacular that results in everyone in the
raid being dead. The starter of this chain reaction is often
credited with “causing the wipe”. This is a distinction one does
not want to hold very often, as it tends to make their raid mates
rather unhappy, especially if the events that caused the wipe were
the result of a spectacular level of ineptitude. These cases are
often followed by the standard cry of “I didn’t do it” through to
the more creative cry’s such as “it’s not my fault, my cat jumped
on the keyboard”. Sadly, I am not making that up and it is not an
isolated incident. Apparently, World of Warcraft is a very popular
game for felines.

Over the four plus years that I have played
World of Warcraft I have simultaneously lived a “normal” life as a
Chartered Accountant working as a Vice-president of Finance or
Chief Financial Officer of three companies with three very
different histories. Prior to the last company, my world was that
of most typical gamers. That is, there was a clear barrier between
the work world and the gaming world. At the time, you could tell
your co-workers you played golf, were on a softball team, or some
other amiable “approved” after-hour activity, but if you told them
you were a gamer, it simply elicited reactions of confusion or in
the extreme, shame. Even when you stumbled upon a fellow gamer in
the company, you avoided it as a topic of discussion for fear of
other co-workers overhearing. Co-workers did not understand gaming
beyond the perceived negative connotations and trying to change
that bias seemed futile.

The last of the three companies changed all
of that. The company was new, technology focused and founded by a
couple of young entrepreneurs. As a result, they had built a young,
tech-savvy team behind them who were all products of the computer
revolution like I was. A side effect of this was that I was in a
business world that understood gaming and the gaming culture. The
majority of my co-workers were gamers and knew gamers. While my
co-workers primarily played first-person shooter games (for
example: Halo, Half-life or Call of Duty) and did not play World of
Warcraft, they were well aware of the game and understood the
basics of the MMORPG culture. For the first time in my business
career, discussing gaming and World of Warcraft was not taboo.
Quite the contrary, it was comfortable and part of the office
climate. As a result, when a business issue would arise that would
correlate to a similar situation in World of Warcraft; the first
reaction was no longer to shelter that response, but to bring it to
light. The company had fostered an environment that made the
synergy of business and World of Warcraft rise to the fore and
situations from both began to be used for the benefit of the
other.

Over my eighteen month tenure with the young
tech company, events would consistently arise in the evolution of
the company that were direct parallels to leading a guild and a
raid in World of Warcraft. Issues related to teamwork, leadership,
strategic planning and more would come up. More and more often, I
found myself relaying stories to the employees and management team
about World of Warcraft and lessons we could learn as a company
from the events of the game. This, in turn, created the recognition
that there was a great opportunity to showcase World of Warcraft,
and gaming, in a positive light, and dispel some of the
misconceptions that non-gamers have.

*****

My background provides insight into the “why
are we here?” of this book. Some of you will read the book and
determine it is simply a need for validation for the gamer
community. Some of you will see it as a humbling of the business
community through the recurring theme that business events and
strategies are not limited to the business world, but prevalent in
the gaming world as well. Some of you will read the book and
determine it is a book about nothing and simply the ramblings of a
narcissistic Jerry Seinfeld clone. I am sure a few of my relatives
will fall into this camp (hi mom, hi dad!). Some of you will see
the book as satire of the human experience in business and life.
Others still will find a genuine insight into the mechanics of
being a gamer and being a businessperson, and that they are not the
diametrically opposed worlds they are often presented to be.

Hopefully, you will come away with a little
something of each and appreciate the ironies and correlations that
exist. However, if the general consensus is ultimately that this
book is primarily a shout out for the gamer, an opportunity to
stand up and be counted and say “I am a gamer” and be proud of that
fact then it would still be a success. Just as the business world
can use a satirical humbling, the gaming community needs a shot in
the arm.

Every now and again we need a reminder that
life is about having fun and being proud of yourself in whatever
you do. We need a reminder that you are ultimately defined by how
you live and feel rather than what you do. Whether you are a Chief
Financial Officer or a mail clerk, whether you are a gamer or a
football player, if you enjoy what you are doing and proud of
yourself in doing it, that should be all that matters.

Unfortunately, that is rarely the case and
now and again people need to stand up and be counted. Today, gamers
need a soapbox. Gamers need to break out of the socially neglected
shell created by Dr. Phil episodes of negativity and the stereotype
of twenty-five year old single males living in their mother’s
basements, unemployed and subsisting on hot pockets. The world is
evolving at an ever increasing rate and so is the gaming
community.

Gamers are now a core foundation of our
society. Major politicians, athletes and business people play World
of Warcraft. New video game launches are as big as, or bigger, than
new movie launches to the point that Hollywood actors happily take
jobs doing acting or voiceover work for new games. Blizzard alone
has generated in excess of $100 million per month in revenue from
its video games.

World of Warcraft has brought gaming into
the main stream. When any activity has eleven plus million
followers, the world starts to stand up and pay attention. The
individuals playing World of Warcraft could create a large
Scandinavian country (I am partial to Sweden). In fact, there are
enough World of Warcraft players to determine the results of the
next United States election. If World of Warcraft players banded
together and voted as a block, similar to how unions used to vote,
they would represent a large enough block to swing the outcome of
the election. Forget the minority vote, forget the female vote, and
forget the union vote. Imagine a video of President Obama playing
World of Warcraft trying to sway the gamer vote and telling the
Republican’s he is about to PWN them again. Actually forget that,
some things are better left undisturbed...

*****

World of Warcraft has put gaming on the
radar screen of society. Gaming is a multi-billion dollar industry.
The time has come for it to be recognized with a level of respect
and as a valid form of entertainment, extracurricular activity, and
with functional development tools, instead of being treated with
uninformed derision.

Generation X and generation Y gamers are a
substantial and growing part of the business community. It is time
for the business world, and society as a whole, to recognize the
impact being a gamer has on an individual’s skills and ability to
perform their job. It is time everyone had some appreciation of the
skills and dynamics that being a gamer creates. It is time for
someone fresh out of College or University to be able to record on
their résumé under extracurricular activities that they are a gamer
and have it be a positive. It is time for a potential recruiter or
employer to understand that the gamer has developed many of the
skills, and possibly more, than the applicant who proudly states
they played varsity football, loves to travel, or was part of the
photography club.

Life is a collection of experiences. Success
in real life and the business world comes from drawing on past
experience to improve future performance. Any vehicle for an
individual to increase their experience and reservoir of knowledge
is an asset. The ultimate value from playing World of Warcraft
comes from the experience it generates and how that experience can
be transitioned to real life. World of Warcraft may be a virtual
world but the interactions and experiences are real. The player who
leverages those experiences in their business life will have a
solid foundation for future success.

When you look back at this book for the
underlying theme, the not so subtle subtext to the general satire,
it comes down to the fact that gaming and World of Warcraft provide
gamers with a very effective skill set for success that gamers
should be proud of and non-gamers should respect. I am not
expecting the reader who is the parent of a twenty year old to
fully understand the nuance of what being a gamer is just as I do
not expect a Manchester United devotee from England to appreciate
North American football. What I am hoping to convey is that each
player is developing a set of skills they can carry forward into
the business and real world that will help make them a success. I
am hoping that, while you may not appreciate the game, you can
appreciate the skills it is developing: that the person who plays
World of Warcraft ten to twenty hours per week is just as
functional and well adjusted as the person who plays golf ten to
twenty hours per week. I am striving to create a bridge so that
people can stand up and proudly say they are a gamer and not
immediately be judged negatively. Last but not least, hopefully I
can entertain and make you laugh along the way. Now where did I put
that picture of the bunny with a pancake on its head?

 


*****

 



CHAPTER
2


THAT’S NO MOON, IT’S A SPACE STATION. HOW A
GUILD’S STRUCTURE MIRRORS THAT OF A CORPORATION

 


One of the critical dynamics of massively
multiplayer role-playing games, such as World of Warcraft, is that
the endgame content is designed to be played by a consistent group
of players with success being determined over a period of months,
rather than hours. This long-term philosophy creates a dynamic
where organization and structure are necessary to succeed. A player
cannot simply log into the game whenever the mood strikes them,
look for a raid and expect to succeed: just as a business
professional could not simply drive downtown, announce that they
want to work for the next eight hours and expect to be employed, or
a football player could show up at a stadium and expect to play in
a game. As a result, World of Warcraft has a long-term
organizational structure through the use of guilds and those guilds
are organized in a fashion very similar to corporations.

*****

More than any other feature; the
organizational structure of MMORPGs is what differentiates them
from other online games, old school arcade games, or traditional
console (Microsoft Xbox 360, Sony Playstation 3, and Nintendo Wii)
games. Historically, the console game market addressed the
spur-of-the-moment gamer. The typical console gamer is the player
who shows up for the Sunday pick-up basketball game at the YMCA.
The World of Warcraft raider is the player who plays every week in
the Thursday night league. This is not to suggest the console gamer
is in any way inferior, just different. The spur-of-the-moment
gamers’ available play time is more dynamic and they cannot commit
to a regimented schedule.

While a new raider may not initially
appreciate what they are signing up for, they soon learn to
understand and appreciate that agreeing to be a raider is
equivalent to taking a job with a company. As such, one of the
first things that stands out is how structured a raiding guild is
and how closely it mirrors a corporate organization.

A raider quickly learns that they are no
longer playing the game by themselves, or simply for themselves.
They learn that they are now part of a larger organization and with
that come new roles and responsibilities. Just as I have worked an
innumerable amount of days with questionable health as a Chief
Financial Officer because of some deadline, I have run raids on
nights where I was so sick I lost my voice or had chills at the
computer. Not because I wanted to, but because I had twenty-four
other people relying on me to be there and lead them.

Ultimately, the structure of the game is
both a blessing and a curse. When you are able to assemble the
components necessary to succeed, the rewards are high and everyone
is entertained. However, the logistics involved in setting up and
maintaining a raid group are substantial. Doing so for “a game”
includes the additional burden of overcoming peoples’ desires not
to be put on a schedule for their free time or entertainment time.
It is this inflexibility of raiding that often causes people to
choose not to raid, or to depart from the game once the solo-play
aspects of the game have been exhausted.

*****

The organizational chart for a raiding guild
is broken down by the key roles of the raid, just as the
organizational chart for a corporation is broken down by its key
roles and departments. In order to explain the roles, I first need
to briefly outline the mechanics of a raid and describe what it is
that your son, daughter, husband, wife or co-worker is doing for
three hours when they go on a raid.

World of Warcraft is a fantasy game where
players assume the role of heroic characters with various abilities
and take on fantasy creatures such as dragons and other monsters.
In a raid, the primary purpose is to move through a dungeon and
defeat the various monsters that are placed in the way. Each major
monster is called a “boss” and defeating the final boss of the
final dungeon currently available is the long-term objective of the
raid group.

At the basic level, most massively
multiplayer games have their raid mechanics based around three core
groups, all of which provide unique and critical dynamics to the
raid.

The first group of players are responsible
for occupying the attention of the boss and absorbing its primary
attacks. This enables the other players to complete their roles
relatively unimpeded. In this role, the players focus on having the
highest health and armour available in order to survive as long as
possible. As a result, they have earned the nickname “tanks.”

A real world example of tanking would be a
pick-pocketing team. It is common for pick-pockets to work as a
pair in order to increase the odds of success. The process is
fairly straightforward. The first person will do something to
distract the mark, such as pretending to sell them a cheap tourist
item or flirting with them, while the other person does the actual
pick-pocketing. In this case, the first person is the tank because
they have kept the marks attention allowing the other person to do
their job.

Now, if you are wondering what a
mild-mannered accountant such as I would know about pick-pocketing,
I had the previous example happen several years back while visiting
Barcelona. The main boulevard of Barcelona is La Ramblas, which is
primarily a pedestrian street full of shops and, as it turns out,
pick-pockets. I am sure that, to a pick-pocket, four wide-eyed
Canadian tourists must have looked like an easy score. We were
walking down La Ramblas, checking out the shops, blissfully unaware
of what was about to occur, when a lovely young lady came up to one
of my compatriots and started to harass him to buy a little cloth
item. She was quite insistent. However, as she was doing this her
partner, another lovely young lady, was pilfering his wallet. It
was a well-orchestrated ruse, except somehow my compatriot noticed
and grabbed the arm of the prospective pick-pocket. I can still see
his furrowed face, vein popping in the forehead, yelling at this
young waif of a girl to give back his wallet. Needless to say, the
“tank” had not done her job successfully and the boss was
angry!

The second group of players in a raid is
referred to as the “healers”. This group of players is responsible
for keeping everyone in the raid alive. While the tanks are
responsible for keeping all of the bosses primary abilities focused
on them, there are often secondary abilities in an encounter that
damage the other players. The healers need to keep the tanks alive,
along with the players being damaged by these secondary abilities,
long enough for the raid to kill the boss. Healers are often
referred to as a support class because their job is to support the
players that are defeating the boss, rather than performing the
actions to defeat it. You cannot heal a boss to death.

The closest real-world example of a healer
would be the cut man in the corner of a boxer, or the pit crew of
an auto-racing team. While a cut man certainly cannot heal the
boxer and make them stronger during a boxing match, they can
lengthen the fight and increase the chances of their boxer winning
by minimizing the impact of the damage they have taken to that
point in the fight. A pit crew does, in essence, heal the car of a
racing team. By changing the tires, adding fuel and other minor
repairs, the pit crew makes the car better so that it can continue
the race.

In a business environment, a healer would
best be compared to an executive assistant. An executive assistant
performs a support role for their executive. An executive assistant
puts out fires, manages mundane or low priority tasks, and
addresses logistical needs so that their executive can focus on
their primary tasks.

The last group of players in a raid is
called the “DPS”. DPS stands for damage per second and is a gaming
metric to measure how much output a damage dealer is producing. All
other things being equal, the higher the DPS, the better the
player. The last comment is very critical as all players are not
created equal, resulting in player analysis being far more complex
than simply looking at DPS output. The DPS group of players is
responsible for killing the boss. In a sense, the first two groups
purely exist to stall the boss long enough for the DPS to kill it
before it kills the raid.

In the pick-pocketing example, the second
girl is the DPS. She is the one trying to accomplish something
while the other girl is stalling the target.

In a more traditional example, if you looked
at a North American football team, you could consider the offensive
line as the tanks and the quarterback/receivers/running backs as
the DPS. The offensive line is responsible for stalling the defence
long enough for the quarterback/receivers/running backs to move the
ball down the field. As for a healer example, you can find one with
the position of fullback. This player’s primary responsibility
changes from play to play but fundamentally their job is to support
the rest of the group to help each play succeed. The character
traits exhibited by the players in the game in these roles is even
similar. Players who are drawn to being the “star player” are drawn
to the DPS classes as it is the most obvious method to stand out
and be noticed.

*****

With that background as a foundation, I will
show you the evolution of building a raiding guild from the ground
up and highlight just how similar it is to creating a new company.
When I am done, hopefully you will have an appreciation for just
how much time and organization goes into being a raider and the
foundation it develops for someone being part of an
organization.

Within World of Warcraft, the creation of a
guild only requires a guild leader and nine other players. At its
inception, a guild is nothing more than a gathering of a number of
friends. A raiding guild takes this basic structure and develops it
to a much deeper level, ultimately resulting in a structure taking
the form of a typical organizational chart.

You can think of a raiding guild as a new
company with a predefined product or service. Unlike a young
entrepreneur who first has to come up with an idea, the basis for
the existence of a raiding guild is defined by the game. The
purpose of a raiding guild is to defeat the endgame content in
World of Warcraft.

So what is endgame content?

Unlike traditional games, there is no
predefined “end” to a MMORPG. The game world exists, and players
can interact within it, in perpetuity so long as the game provider
continues to operate the servers. In fact, two of the major
founding MMORPG games, Everquest and Lineage, both of which were
launched in 1999, continue to operate and have active subscribers
despite the fact they have launched sequels designed for the
migration of their subscribers.

In order to keep players interested in the
game, the developers create content that they expect the players to
work through once they reach the maximum level available for the
game. Gamers refer to this content as “endgame” or “endgame
content”. The premise behind the label being that, while the world
is perpetual with no specific definition of completion, if a player
or raid group has defeated all of the current tasks laid out by the
developers they will have, in fact, “beat the game” for that window
of time until more objectives are launched.

As a real world example, consider a tennis
club. If a player joins a tennis club with the objective of
defeating each of the members, once they have achieved that goal
and have no one else to play, they could be considered to have
beaten the club. Yet while that may have occurred, the club will
continue to operate, providing the player the opportunity to
continue to attend and play those players they have already
defeated.

Unlike the tennis club that may or may not
make any effort to bring the player new competitors, World of
Warcraft and other MMORPGs try to continually add more content so
that the players have new accomplishments to achieve and continue
to want to come back week-to-week and month-to-month. The games try
to pace the launch of content, such that players are able to beat
the game on a consistent basis, but that the amount of time they
spend at that stage is minimized.

Alright, we know that the purpose of a
raiding guild is to create a “company” capable of defeating the
endgame content that the developers produce on an ongoing basis for
the raiders. The next question is how do they do it?

Like any good company, you start at the top.
The centerpiece of any guild is the guild leaders. Guild leaders
are the game equivalent of the Board of Directors. As such, their
roles and responsibilities are very similar.

First off, we will take a look at the Board
of Directors in the typical business environment and then we will
compare that to World of Warcraft. A Board of Directors is defined,
both by their responsibilities as board members, and by their
specific external skill set. We will start with the latter.

On a good Board of Directors, there are
three types of board members. The first type of board member, and
the largest contingent of the board, is the operational board
member. These board members usually include the internal board
members, along with one or two external board members who are
specialists in the industry in which the company operates. The core
value these board members bring is in ensuring the day-to-day
operations of the company are run successfully.

The second type of board member is the
“rolodex” board member. This board member brings key business
relationships and contacts to the table in order to promote the
company agenda and move it forward. This board member exists to
open doors the company could not possibly open by itself. A common
example is a retired politician who has contacts in the government
to help obtain contracts or legislation beneficial to the company.
Alternatively, this type of board member can be an individual whose
presence on a company board opens doors due to their high profile.
This is similar to using an athlete in marketing campaigns.

The last type of board member is the
“bankroll” board member. This person has access to capital or
capital markets at a level necessary to ensure the continued
funding of the company until it is self-sufficient.

All three types of board members bring
critical elements to maximize the success of a company. The absence
of any of the three often results in small companies failing to
reach their potential. Most small companies that struggle make the
mistake of only having operational board members. This results in
companies that may have strong products but fail due to inadequate
access to capital or markets.

Within the game of World of Warcraft, the
guild leaders fulfill the role of the Board of Directors. In a
typical guild, the breakdown of board members is heavily skewed
towards operational guild leaders. This is because guilds tend to
evolve very much like small businesses. The guilds start with a
general idea of their objectives and over time discover the need
for other skill sets in their leadership.

A good guild will have all three types of
board members in its guild leadership. Operational board members
are somewhat self-explanatory. They are responsible for the
day-to-day running of the guild, the raids, and ensuring that the
raiders that exist are used effectively.

The relationship board member is much harder
to develop. This is because the game itself has only been in
existence for five years. You cannot bring in a “grey hair” board
member with 20 years of experience and the relationships and
contacts that go with it. Rather, the guild leaders who serve the
relationship role are the ones who are very active on the server
(the system the game environment operates on), create a name for
themselves outside their guild, and promote the guild at every
opportunity, so that when a prospective raider is looking at guilds
they know who your guild is and the image you are trying to
project.

The bankroll board member may seem like it
is the least important of the three in an online game, but the
reality is they are critical to adding credibility to a guild. A
good guild requires its own website and its own communications
server. These are necessary so that the guild can operate
effectively, and just as importantly, so the guild can present a
credible image to the gaming community and attract new players.
While the overall cost of running a guild in dollars may not be
that significant to some, it is substantial when you consider it is
an incremental cost to your entertainment expense and there is no
monetary return on that investment. Furthermore, players of the
game run the gamut from unemployed college students through to
highly paid professionals. What may be a trivial cost in real world
dollars to one raider may be a significant burden to another. In
the end, new recruits are, more often than not, gained or lost by a
guild’s infrastructure outside the game, rather than in it. As a
result, having the bankroll board member is critical.

*****

With the types of board members defined, we
can take a look at the responsibilities of the board as a
whole.

Develop the company mission and ensure the
company stays on target: This is perhaps the most critical
responsibility in a company. It is the answer to the question “why
are we here?” Many companies fail because they are so fixated on
the day-to-day running of the company that they lose sight of the
big picture. Moreover, employees often consciously choose
short-term solutions at the cost of long-term success. Ensuring
that the big picture is clear and understandable to the employees
and that the employees stay on task is a major responsibility of
the board.

The economic crisis of 2008 and subsequent
recession highlighted, more than any time in the last fifty years,
the cost of short-term thinking. One of the unfortunate
consequences of public markets is the quarter-to-quarter reporting
emphasis and the “what have you done for me lately” public
perception. This economic environment led to companies that
emphasised short-term gains at the cost of long-term growth and
success. Companies lost sight of their long-term mission and
purpose because of their focus on keeping the markets happy
today.

There has been a huge amount of debate and
rage over executive and board compensation as a result of the
financial meltdown. However, the real rage should not be over how
much the executive and board members were being paid, but how
poorly they performed for that pay. The financial meltdown was a
function of the executives and board members failing to do what
they were entrusted to do, which is ensure the long-term viability
of their companies. Executives and board members sacrificed the
future for the present and, as a result, took on riskier and
riskier financial positions until the inevitable bubble burst,
despite the fact they knew they had an unsustainable business
model.

At the same time, they did so under the
approving eye of the regulators. One can only brandish their sword
at the executives and board members so long when one realizes that
the regulators themselves promoted the increased risk profiles of
these companies. The regulators monitoring the markets and the
economy created the environment in which the companies were
working. They believed that the benefit to the growth of the
economy, by increasing risk and extending credit to a greater
amount of people and at greater levels, was worth whatever
potential price would be paid.

Ultimately, the fallout from the financial
meltdown has been, and will continue to be, widespread and there is
a lot of blame to go around. However, once everyone is done
dissecting the corpses and return to focusing on the future, the
telling answer to whether we have learned anything from the
meltdown will be based on board governance. Have we learned to put
back the emphasis on the boards to ensure their companies have a
long-term mission and purpose, and that they follow that
mission?

In developing a long-term mission, a board
needs to focus on a number of aspects. There is no silver bullet
for company strategy. External factors that a board reviews include
market size, competition, existing technology and rate of
technological innovation. Internal factors include access to
funding, critical employees, time to market, and core competency.
The latter is a huge issue despite sounding like something you
would find mocked in a Dilbert comic. A struggling company often
exists because it has either lost sight of, or has failed to
recognize, its core competency. Every company can make a product,
but can it make it better, faster, or cheaper than the competition,
or does it have better access to market, more effective marketing,
etc.

Serve as the face of the company: One cannot
underestimate the power of image, brand and marketing, and this
exists at the company level, not just the company’s products. At
small or new companies, a company relies on the image and
credibility of its board members to create the brand image and
credibility of the company. In the absence of the company’s own
brand, potential investors, vendors, and customers will infer a
brand, image or reputation from the board members that support the
company.

Obtain sufficient resources/financing: While
most companies have one or two specific board members who are on
the board because of their financial resources and ability to
generate investment when needed, it is the responsibility of the
entire board to assess what resources are needed and when.
Cash-flow management is critical to the success or failure of
smaller companies. The cardinal sin of the development company is
to have a great idea or technology only to run out of money before
becoming a commercial operation. Even knowing this, companies often
fall into the trap because anytime a company raises funds they must
dilute their existing shareholders. Inexperienced businessmen will
often undercapitalize their companies with the naive belief they
are protecting their existing shareholders when, in reality, they
are exposing them to an unnecessary risk of failure. It is far
safer and prudent in the long run to overcapitalize a company,
within reason, to ensure it has a reasonable chance of success
because companies rarely develop at the pace expected by
management.

Select the executive management team: The
board of directors is responsible for setting the vision of the
company, but it is the executive management team that executes the
vision. The success or failure of that team will ultimately define
the success or failure of the company as a whole. Ensuring the
management team has the proper skills, proper chemistry and are
working towards a common set of goals is critical for company
success. History is riddled with examples of companies who were
great “on paper” but ultimately failed because the executive
management team could not work together or were working to
differing agendas.

*****

Now we can compare the responsibilities from
a typical board of directors within the context of a raiding guild
in World of Warcraft:

Develop the guild mission and purpose: You
might say that this is the pre-defined “defeat the endgame
content”. However, that is only part of the mission of a raiding
guild. A similarly narrow view would be that the mission of all
public companies is to make as much money as possible for their
shareholders. While true (though some of my investments lead me to
question that assumption!), it does not begin to adequately tell
the whole story. Just as companies are different in the products
they produce, the size of the company, the markets they sell into
and most importantly, how they treat their employees, raiding
guilds also differ in mission and purpose.

Imagine comparing a company or a raiding
guild to a car. You would not compare a Mercedes Benz to a Yugo and
say they are the same because they both get you from one location
to another. Or perhaps you would, in which case I have a nice
luxury Yugo to sell you for the low, low price of $50,000.

One of the major business catch phrases of
the twenty-first century is work-life balance. Work-life balance
refers to how much a person is able to maintain a healthy level of
work and non-work activities so that they do not get burned out.
Gamers face the same issue. Since being a raider is effectively a
second job, the balance between playing the game, working, and real
life is often the number one factor behind what type of raiding
guild a player joins. This is further complicated by the fact there
is no right answer as to what a proper work-life balance is. It is
different from individual to individual so the correct answer for
one person does not mean it will be the correct answer for the
next.

Guild officers need to determine what
raid-life balance they want for their guild and promote that
balance to current and future guild members. This process can
include developing an understanding of the ethics and mechanics
behind existing guilds to determine which structure will work best
for their desired guild members. The values exhibited by each type
of guild mirror those of the business world. In both cases, finding
individuals that have similar values to your organization is a
major step towards a long-term enjoyable partnership. On the flip
side, finding individuals with goals and objectives that differ
dramatically from the guild or company’s mission and purpose will
almost always lead to frustration and unnecessary stress.

At the highest level, you have raiding
guilds that are not just a second job, they are a first job. There
are 5-10 of these types of guilds in the world and they expect the
game to come first, even if that means taking a vacation from your
work to defeat new endgame content when it is launched. These
players take the game very seriously and their guilds go after the
“world first” achievements. A “world first” refers to being the
first guild in the world to defeat a new boss encounter. Defeating
the final boss of a new zone is the game equivalent of winning the
Stanley Cup or Super Bowl. Given the extreme requirements of these
guilds, it is understandable that you are talking about a player
pool of a couple of thousand players out of an eleven and a half
million player subscriber base.

It is hard to provide a real world
comparison to the world first guilds because they are at the
extreme and few legitimate companies (in other words, companies not
providing “waste management” services to the Soprano’s) reach that
extreme anymore. The best comparable would probably be the Wall
Street brokerage firms that have come under so much fire in the
last year because of mortgage meltdown in the United States. Those
companies were willing to go to extreme lengths to maximize their
corporate bottom lines, blurring the line between reasonable and
unreasonable business practices. They were willing to provide, and
the system even encouraged, risky mortgages. As well, they were
willing to take on excessive levels of risk for the bottom line and
their employees were willing to walk across the street at any time
if someone else offered them a bigger compensation package.

The defining differences between this style
of organization and more conservative organizations relate to
loyalty and instant self-gratification. World first guilds are the
crowd that believes that “nice guys finish last” is a mantra, not a
cliché. At the extreme level, each individual is in the game for
their own success and they are willing to do whatever is necessary
to obtain that self-gratification. This results in senior managers
or raid leaders who are in positions to support their ego and
self-worth and who are willing to hire or fire anyone if they
believe it will create a short-term spike in success. At the lower
levels, it creates individuals who will freely move companies or
guilds if an opportunity for advancement or greater compensation or
success presents itself. While there is nothing wrong with this
specialized set of ideals, it is restricted to a small percentage
of society. Any individual who participates in this type of
organization without the same ideology is very likely to have a
negative experience, or, less politely, they would get eaten for
lunch.

At the next tier, you have the “server
first” guilds. Although World of Warcraft has eleven and a half
million subscribers, all of those players do not play together.
World of Warcraft is broken up in hundreds of different “servers”
that each hold roughly ten thousand to twenty-five thousand
characters of which roughly one thousand to six thousand are active
at any given time of the day. A server first guild will typically
raid 20-30 hours a week on new content and recruit the top talent
on each server who are willing to play the game at an almost
full-time level.

At these first two tiers, the players are
mostly defined by their ability to devote time to the game. They
are often college students or older players who are unemployed or
self-employed and therefore have the flexibility to devote more
time to the game than a typical person. The number of exceptional
players who cannot devote the time to be in a server first guild
far exceeds the number of regular players who are playing the game
forty hours per week.

This relationship where time is the primary
determining factor is similar to accounting and law firms. In both
of these cases, the primary deliverable is as much, or more,
billable hours as it is quality of work. As a result, the
accounting or law student willing to work the most hours will often
be the one first in line for promotion.

At the next tier you have the bulk of
raiding guilds. These guilds are made of players who have a more
typical set of real-life commitments and it is those real-life
commitments that dictate their play time. Some guilds raid only on
the weekend. Some never raid on the weekend. Some raid two nights a
week, others three, and others four. Some raid earlier in the
night, some later. Some have a family-friendly attitude, while some
do not allow players under a certain age. Lastly, most of these
guilds have a pre-defined level of commitment and expectation from
their raiders from very casual to very serious, resulting in some
very creative descriptions such as the popularly described “serious
casual” guilds.

The guild leadership is responsible for
setting the structure of the guild and the raid along with what
type of image it wants for its guild. Perhaps more importantly than
setting that structure, the guild leadership needs to be able to
communicate it to the game community so that it can recruit
like-minded individuals. For that reason, most guilds operate their
own websites outside of the game. It is important to have a message
forum to foster relationships within the guild and give potential
recruits an opportunity to learn about the guild. While you can
post recruitment threads on the official forums (forums hosted by
the game developer) for World of Warcraft or send messages in-game,
it is much more effective and provides the guild an air of
professionalism to have its own website and forum.

You can liken a raiding guild to a commodity
company. If a broker telephones you and tells you he has a very
interesting gold mining company he would like you to look at, you
instantly have a basic knowledge of the company simply by knowing
it is a gold mining company. However, the natural next step is to
review the company prospectus and website to learn what makes that
particular gold mining company unique from the rest of them to
warrant your investment.

A raiding guild is the same. You instantly
know their objective is to clear endgame content, but what is
important is how they intend to go about doing so. Are they going
for a server first? How often do they raid? What commitment is
required? What is it that makes one guild unique from the
others?

Serve as the face of the guild: This is one
of the harder aspects for the guild leaders to manage because of
the lack of history within the game. Guild leaders are often
building up their own reputation within the game at the same time
that they are building up the reputation of the guild. As such,
serving as the face of the guild is a function of both managing the
guild leaders own brand and ensuring their guild members are
appropriately managing the guild brand.

In a regular company, there are very few
individuals who can positively or negatively impact the company
image. A low level staffer can act however they want outside the
business with minimal repercussions to the company as the
likelihood of their actions being tagged to the company is low.
Employees have a level of relative anonymity until they reach a
senior rank in the company. In a guild, any player at any given
time has the potential to positively or negatively impact the
guild’s image because players are tagged (in the game your guild
affiliation is listed underneath your name) with their guild name.
This means the guild leaders must develop proper protocols for the
guild and ensure their guild members follow them.

Guilds that are successful at recruiting
usually achieve that result due to the efforts of the guild leaders
in creating a high profile for either themselves or the guild on
their server. Guild leaders develop their own brand by ensuring
their character name is widely recognized in the community.

One of the common aspects in World of
Warcraft is that most players have multiple characters. Guild
leaders who recognize the importance of developing their personal
brand will ensure that all of their characters are easily
identifiable as the same person. While a regular guild member may
want to be anonymous with their alts (the term for a players
non-primary characters. It is short for “alternate”), a guild
leader is better served by being recognized as often as possible.
At least, this is true so long as they are being recognized in a
positive light, which is why guild leaders may use different names
when they want to perform actions they do not want tied to the
guild.

Obtain sufficient resources/financing: In a
raiding guild, there are traditional financing costs which are the
costs of obtaining a website and communications server. However,
the most critical resource for a raiding guild does not require
money at all (though I am sure they would love to be paid); it is
the raiders themselves. The pool of raiders available to the guild
functions in a similar fashion to the financing of a company and
the decision-making process around that pool of raiders represents
the most critical operating decisions of the guild.

Currently in World of Warcraft, the largest
raid size is a twenty-five person raid. In order to be a successful
raid, a guild needs to run at least two days per week and some run
as often as four or five days per week. This minimum requirement is
a function of the volume of content in the game. Raiding any less
than two days per week simply does not give the raid group enough
time to reach the new content and have a reasonable amount of time
to learn and defeat it. Since raiding is not a “real” job for the
raiders, there are often real-life commitments that restrict a
raider from being able to attend one hundred percent of the raids.
As well, raid leaders prefer to have some flexibility in the
combination of raiders they bring on a given night or a given boss
fight. This leads to the number one question that raid leadership
must answer: How many raiders should we have?

If the raid has too few raiders, on any
given night it will have the potential to end up with less than
twenty-five players available, resulting in failure. If the raid
has too many raiders, it risks having to bench too many raiders,
disenfranchising them.

Just as with raising money and managing cash
flow, the general rule is to overcapitalize, within reason. It is
theoretically easier for a raid to deal with having too many
raiders than it is for a raid to recover from having too few
raiders. Raising money does have one advantage over raiders
though... Money does not complain.

It is very hard for raid leaders to carry
excess raiders because nobody likes to be benched and raiders get
upset very quickly that they are being underutilized. While some
members of the raid will appreciate the big picture and that it is
in their own best interests to have spare raiders, most look at the
short-term reality that they are being excluded and want that
reality changed. As a result, guild leaders are always walking a
fine line between having too few or too many raiders.

Select the executive management team: I have
left this until last since it rolls into the next level of the
company. Perhaps the most critical responsibility of the guild
leaders is choosing who is going to operate the guild on a
day-to-day basis. While a strong vision and good raid members are
necessary for success, they are worthless without strong
leadership. Good guilds can become great guilds or they can become
failed experiments based on quality of the raid leader(s). A strong
raid leader is as important to a raid as a strong president is to a
company.

*****

Below the guild leaders we have the raid
leader(s) and the rest of the management team. This is the
operational layer of management who drive the day-to-day workings
of the guild.

The raid leader is the President and Chief
Executive Officer of the raiding guild. Raid leaders are the
day-to-day leaders primarily responsible for the success or failure
of a raiding guild. A great raid leader is capable of making
average players good and good players great. A great raid leader is
able to balance the needs of the individual raiders with the needs
of the raid as a whole and ultimately ensures that whole of the
raid is greater than the sum of its individual raiders.

The raid leader, combined with his or her
lieutenants, is responsible for implementing the vision of the
guild leaders. Running a raiding guild requires a group that is
capable of developing the strategies for defeating the content,
managing relationships with the raiders to ensure the happiness of
the raid force, and an ability to evaluate talent to ensure that
raiders are used to the best of their capabilities. Some guilds
look for all of these skills in one raid leader, while other guilds
look to a broader raid leadership who can cover off all of the
necessary skills as a committee. There is no right or wrong answer
to how large a raid leadership group should be, so long as the
group has the resources to succeed.

The raid leader is responsible for filling
in the rest of the organizational chart. They are the primary
person responsible for evaluating talent and ensuring that all of
the individual raiders are used to their maximum capabilities. The
raid leader is the number one role model for the guild and the
actions of the raid leader dictate the actions of the raiders.

The characteristics of raid leaders will be
discussed in detail later in the book.

*****

Below the raid leader we find the
operational players. The single most important operational player
in a raiding guild is called the main tank. Within the tank group,
one player will be responsible for tanking/occupying the boss. This
player, more than any other, will impact the success or failure of
a raiding guild as it relates to operational performance. While the
raid leader is the most important person in the raid for creating a
foundation for success and developing the play book for the raiding
guild, the main tank is the most critical player for executing that
playbook.

The main tank’s value comes from two key
facets. The first is that there is only one main tank. Great
players, at any position, are important to the raid group, just as
a great employee at any position is important to a company.
However, the value of a raider or an employee is directly
proportional to how many of that position exist. It is the reason
why specialists regularly earn higher salaries than generalists. If
a DPS raider is not flawless, it is often masked by the fact that
DPS makes up fifty percent of the raid group. If a main tank
underperforms, their weaknesses are exposed very quickly and to the
detriment of the group.

The second facet that makes the main tank
irreplaceable is that every other raider reacts to the actions of
the main tank. Continuing the football analogy, if the offensive
line is not performing, the quarterback does not have time to throw
or hand off the ball and the team fails. In a company, the main
tank would most closely resemble the Chief Operating Officer. The
Chief Operating Officer creates the foundation and environment
under which everyone else operates.

*****

The main tank is the only unique role in a
raid group. As a result, the remainder of the raid is filled
primarily based on player skill at each position. Nonetheless, most
good raid leaders look to augment their position by adding other
players with strong leadership capabilities. Therefore, the next
critical tier of players is a group of four or five lieutenants
chosen by the raid leader on whom they can rely. The lieutenants
are delegated responsibilities and solicited for advice on
strategic decision-making in order to keep the raid leader from
being overwhelmed.

This group of lieutenants becomes the senior
management team. Just as a company has a Chief Financial Officer,
Chief Operations Officer, Chief Technology Officer, and others who
work together with the President to roll out the President’s
vision, a similar group works with the raid leader. This group will
usually include players from each of the three key areas of
tanking, healing and DPS, in order to provide the raid leader, and
the raid as a whole, with specialized expertise in each. Just as a
company would not pull its entire senior management team from one
department, neither should a raid.

Tanking is as different from healing, which
is as different from DPS, as production is different from research
and development, which is different from accounting. The last thing
a company would want is for all of the strategic decisions to be
made by one group, whether it is the engineers, accountants,
salespeople, or any other group. If the engineers had their way,
every company in the world would spend its resources trying to make
Star Trek a reality and let’s face it, we have enough trouble with
blonds and brunettes without adding green and blue skinned women
into the equation.

The last group of players is the remaining
tanks, healers and DPS who do not have assigned roles beyond their
core function in the game. These players make up the bulk of the
raid. Without this core group of players, the leaders would have
nothing to lead. After all, a room full of generals cannot go to
war if they have no army to direct. Okay, so that is not
necessarily a bad thing in real life... A company with a strong
senior management team cannot create many products if they have no
production floor staff to build them. A raid cannot defeat any
bosses if it has no raiders to fight them.

While there may not be a special role for
the last group of players beyond performing their basic
responsibilities, they are as necessary as the players in specially
defined roles. It is the ability to maintain, attract, motivate and
keep this group of players happy that ultimately defines the
success or failure of a guild. The same is equally true of any good
company and highlights one of the critical business skills that is
developed while playing World of Warcraft: relationship management.
This macro issue is touched on regularly throughout the specific
content of the book.

No matter which person a raider is in a raid
guild’s organizational structure, participating in a raid guild
provides raiders with an appreciation for organizational structure
and the interpersonal interactions necessary to be involved in a
corporation.

*****

One of the major benefits of a raiding
organization in World of Warcraft is the fact that it is created by
your peer group. There is no forced structure that exists prior to
a player’s participation and respect and authority must be earned,
versus predetermined. This provides the World of Warcraft player
with a purer relationship experience than that of more traditional
outlets where existing structure defines a significant portion of
the relationship mechanics.

Often times, traditional options for
developing an understanding of the business world and
organizational structures occur in heavily regimented structures
that are likely to include external support. As a result,
individuals tend to learn the “how” of running a business in a
homework style step-by-step process without learning the “why”
which is where the real insight lies.

Now if you compare that to World of
Warcraft, you have a group of individuals who have to, from
scratch, create an organizational structure, develop a management
team, and develop a strategy and execute it by themselves with no
external advisor to hand-hold them through the process. Players
organizing and running a guild in World of Warcraft are exposed to
not just the how of running an organization, but the why behind it.
This provides a level of skill and experience in a World of
Warcraft player that places them above those whose experience comes
from more traditional outlets.

This completes the creation of our raiding
company and as you can see, the typical raiding guild is very much
a clone of a typical company: from the guild leadership, acting as
the board of directors, to the raid leader, acting as President, to
the lieutenant group, acting as senior management, and the
remainder of the raid group acting as the core workforce.

 


*****

 



CHAPTER
3


NECESSITY IS THE MOTHER OF LEADERSHIP

 


One of the most important business and
personal skills that an individual can develop is leadership. It is
one of the few pervasive abilities that can be used in all aspects
of life. It is also perhaps the strongest intangible skill that can
be communicated on a résumé to motivate a prospective employer to
bring you onto their team. As a result, individuals should seize
any opportunity to highlight the leadership skills they have
developed including those developed in World of Warcraft.

World of Warcraft is a natural breeding
ground for developing new leaders because of the inherent structure
of the game. The need for players to come together in larger raid
groups in order to defeat the content creates an environment where
strong organizational structure and leadership are necessary for
success. Furthermore, the need for leadership causes players, who
might otherwise stay on the sidelines, to step up and become the
leaders of their guild or raid.

In traditional business channels, leadership
hierarchies are a function of established company structures. When
an individual joins an existing company, the potential for
leadership opportunities is based on their position. Conversely,
there is blank-slate nature to the game environment creates a
greater breeding ground in online gaming. Players are able to enter
an MMORPG without a past résumé and are not necessarily slotted
into a group based on a predefined role. The lack of predefined
baseline structure opens up leadership opportunities to the entire
player base.

Let’s look at a historic example of
leadership, the sports team.

When a player joins a sporting team, it is
expected that leaders will emerge to lead the team if it is to
succeed. In most sports, this leadership structure is identified
through the naming of captain(s) and alternate captains.

While there is no question that sports are a
healthy outlet for the development of leadership skills, the
opportunity to do so is limited by the inherent structure of the
sporting team. On a sporting team, the team itself does not come
together, evaluate the potential of each player, and choose a
captain. This is because an existing organizational structure
exists outside of the players themselves that is responsible for
driving the evaluation process. The existing leadership structure
is the coaching staff and management of the team. It is the
coaching staff that is responsible for identifying the potential
leaders on the team and grooming them.

The process is further diminished because it
is often flawed due to the fact that leaders are regularly picked
simply because of their natural skill at the particular sport,
rather than any actual leadership abilities. The expectation that
the best players on a team must also be the leaders of the team is
a significant flaw in most team-oriented sports or games. The
belief that if a player is good at their sport, but they are
unwilling or unable to be a leader they are somehow not the asset
to their team that they should be, is flawed. The reality is some
people simply are not leaders.

In sports, this reality is tends to be
masked rather than accepted. In order to reconcile society’s
expectations for these players we have created a
socially-acceptable style of leadership known as “leading by
example”. The premise is that someone who goes about their sport or
job on a day-to-day basis is, by definition, a leader; even though
their actions do not exhibit anything extraordinary and they lack
traditional leadership skills. This is not to suggest that
leadership by example does not exist, but rather that it has been
applied to an undeserving group. True leadership by example is
taking your effort to another level and inspiring your followers as
a result. In sports, this often occurs by playing through an
injury. In business, this occurs by putting in long hours at a
critical juncture for your company to succeed.

*****

The evolution of my guild, the Fluffy
Bunnies of Doom, is a great example of how leadership is fostered
in an online environment.

Removing, or at least minimizing, the
societal expectations inherent in traditional sports or games gives
online games a greater opportunity to develop leaders from the
entirety of the player base, rather than a select few. Nonetheless,
leadership is something that must be embraced in order to be
developed. The opportunity for leadership does not, by definition,
mean that a player is willing or able to carry the mantle.

The lack of preconceived expectations in an
online environment is primarily a result of the anonymity of the
internet. While today my guild members are aware of my professional
background and skills that I bring to the table from outside the
context of the game, none of that information was available to them
when the decisions were made to place me in a position of
leadership. Rather, to the guild I was simply the sum of the
interactions that I had with the guild members as ZippyTDR, a gnome
mage.

If we look at the real world and business
world, a person has an implied level of respect and performance
based on their position and their educational experience. If I am
introduced to a potential business partner, they may very well know
nothing about Kirk Wankel, the individual. However, they can look
at my business card and see that I am a Chartered Accountant and
Chief Financial Officer for my company. Alternatively, a quick
Google search will provide a healthy background. All of which
provides a baseline expectation for what I can or cannot achieve
and what skills I should be able to exhibit.

For years I have told colleagues that I
attribute minimal value to my Chartered Accountant designation
outside of meeting new people, but that it is invaluable in that
process. The reasoning is fairly straightforward. Once you have a
relationship with another individual, you hope and expect that they
will draw conclusions on your skills and abilities based on your
actual performance and interaction with them, rather than with some
letters behind your name. In fact, if they only attribute value to
the letters behind your name, then you have failed to differentiate
yourself from the crowd. This is the lowest common denominator
effect which is best summed up by the old joke “what do you call
the person who graduates last in their class at medical school?...
Doctor.”

On the flip side, when a person has no
experience with you, the letters behind your name are the
differentiating factor. They create a baseline level of credibility
to get businesspeople to listen to your opinion, providing you with
the opportunity to create a new profile that is more than the sum
of the letters.

The same holds true based on your position
or title. If a new employee is hired at a company, they are
required to respect senior management and value their opinion
simply because of their position. If a new accounting clerk is
unwilling to follow the leadership of the chief financial officer,
they are unlikely to remain in the position for very long. This is
an implied level of respect that goes with the position, rather
than an earned level of respect.

What all of this means is that, in the
business world, the level of satisfaction that is created by having
individuals follow your leadership is diminished somewhat by the
knowledge that they are required to follow you. There is always
that seed of doubt as to whether people are genuinely following you
because they respect you, or because the position requires their
respect.

An excellent example of this was one of the
senior officers at a previous company of mine. The officer was
installed in the company by the board despite not having any real
world experience for the position. As a senior officer of the
company, the individual required respect and the management team
was responsible for executing the officer’s vision. However, it
became apparent to other members of senior management that the
officer was not the right person for the job and was hurting the
company. Unfortunately, the officer had insulated the board from
the rest of senior management and, as such, the officer’s position
was safe from any potential feedback senior management could
provide. Management was left with little choice but to follow the
officer despite their misgivings, as the alternative would be to
quit the company.

The main point of this example is that true
leadership only exists when the followers have the freedom to walk
away from that leader. In circumstances such as this, the
subordinates can have a negative view of the leader’s performance
while the leader is left unaware. The individuals who follow the
leader recognize that maintaining the illusion is a better option
for them than exposing the truth. This effect is amplified in a
poor economic climate, as it is better to be employed by a company
with questionable leadership than employed by no one.

The false leadership dilemma generally does
not exist in World of Warcraft. The game is not a job and the
players do not have specialized skill sets such that the risk of
exposing a false leader would be greater than continuing to follow
them. Instead, leaders in World of Warcraft are required to be true
leaders. The mobility of the player base and the proliferation of
guilds ensure that leaders are continually tested and judged. If a
leader in World of Warcraft ceases to perform at the level
necessary for the guild, they are either replaced or the guild
splinters and breaks up. For this reason, I take a greater level of
pride in my leadership position in World of Warcraft than some of
my professional positions. The fact my raiders choose to let me
lead them, rather than being required to, is a powerful reward.

Imagine a business world where every
qualified employee could say, with confidence, that if they quit
their job they would be employed by an equal or better employer
within two weeks. Imagine how many companies with poor leadership
would fold. Imagine how much greater employee movement would be and
how much greater an emphasis would be placed on strong leadership.
This is effectively what exists in World of Warcraft. There is, in
essence, zero unemployment in World of Warcraft because new guilds
are being created on a daily basis. If an individual wants to
become a raider, they can always find a guild to join and do it.
Whether they succeed or fail as a raider may be uncertain, but they
will always have the opportunity to try.

Somewhat ironically, the net result of this
heightened level of mobility is that each server ends up having a
core stable of guilds that rarely change. These are the guilds that
have found their excellent leader resulting in a very loyal player
base, so long as the leader continues to be successful. When
everyone is free to move, the strongest guilds have the lowest
mobility because they are the guilds everyone wants to join.
Players recognize the value of finding one of the best guilds and
hold onto those positions.

A similar phenomenon would likely occur in
the business world. In most major markets, analysts regularly
produce reports on the “Top XX Employers”. If employees were free
to move around the marketplace, these companies would be the most
stable because they would get the lion’s share of job applicants.
Those lucky enough to work for them would be very loyal and
therefore turnover would be low.

Once you pass the stable level of guilds,
the game is a maelstrom of continual player and guild turnover as
new guilds search for that special recipe and special leader who
can make them a success and, in turn, evolve them into one of the
stable guilds. Ultimately, this segment of the game is the largest
because, just as in real life, the amount of players looking for a
strong leader dwarfs the amount of strong leaders that are
available.

While the constant turnover of players and
guilds might be perceived as a negative, it should be looked on as
a positive. It exposes players to the risks, rewards, and
challenges of leadership. Being a breeding ground for leaders
sometimes means thrusting players into leadership roles who are not
ready or able for the position. This is a good thing. The
experience gained in trying to lead is invaluable, whether someone
succeeds or not.

*****

A critical part of leadership at all levels
is the ability to understand an individual’s own skills. Leadership
is not just striving for and achieving the top rung on the ladder,
but also striving for and failing, in order to determine what we
are capable of and then maintaining that level.

One of the great failings of modern society
is the “no child left behind” attitude, whereby we are afraid to
tell anyone they are not very good at something. While it is true
that a child or individual should never be told they “cannot” do
something, the notion that we should turn a blind eye to
individuals that are failing at something and pretend they are
succeeding is highly flawed. The fact is, everyone has different
skills and limitations and the older you get the more difficult it
becomes to develop new skills. Perhaps that is why there are no old
dogs in World of Warcraft... When a child is five they should
believe they can take on the world. Fostering that belief and
exposing them to different opportunities helps define them and
identify their talents. It is perfectly acceptable to give a child
a participation ribbon for playing soccer when they are young
enough that the most exciting part of the game is reaching
half-time so they can have orange slices and the children all chase
the ball like a swarm of bees. However, by the time a person has
reached adulthood, they need to be aware of their limitations.

If you ever watch reality television shows
such as American Idol or So You Think You Can Dance, the
preliminary episodes where anyone and everyone can audition are
often shocking, not because of how poorly some of the participants
perform, but how shattered they are to discover it. Participants
audition consistently who have been told since childhood, by their
parents, friends or teachers, that they are amazing singers or
dancers when, in reality, they are lousy. When the judges provide
them with an honest appraisal of their skills, they are shattered
and they do not know how to handle it.

Awareness of a person’s own limitations is
one of the most valuable tools you can have in order to succeed in
life. The primary way in which we learn our own limitations, and
how we are different from others, is trying to achieve a new level
of success and failing. Part of being a good co-worker or good
raider is in being able to recognize your limitations as well as
why your boss or raid leader is different from you and bringing
skills to the table that you cannot. If everyone believed they were
capable of being, and trying to become, the President or Raid
Leader, each organization would fail miserably.

This is where our protective societal
attitude breaks down. We all learn more from our failures than we
do from our successes. If we never admit failure, we cannot learn.
I used to sarcastically say that my mantra in life was “if at first
you don’t succeed, redefine success.” Ten years ago it was a
charming joke. Today, it seems like a sad judgement on society
because of the number of groups that preach it.

If we never strive to be more than we are,
we cannot define our limitations. Games such as World of Warcraft
give players the opportunity to grow and succeed where they might
not have the chance in real life. Just as importantly, they give
players the opportunity to fail and learn from those failures. The
entire game is built around failure and learning from it. In fact,
most raids will be defeated by a boss encounter more times than
they succeed. Attempting content, failing, and learning from those
failures so that you perform better each successive time until you
finally overcome the obstacle is the foundation of World of
Warcraft. If you talked to any World of Warcraft player, they would
tell you that the gratification from overcoming an obstacle is
directly proportional to the effort needed. If they never failed
the game would be unsatisfying and boring.

Part of the reason the World of Warcraft
model works lies in how it manages the cost of failure. Within the
game, failure is not only a reality, but an expectation. As such,
the penalty for failure is designed to be substantially less than
the penalty for failure in a business or the real world. This
allows failure to be more predominant and therefore a greater
opportunity for growth. If you are defeated by a boss encounter in
the game, you repeat the encounter, which costs you time, but no
other penalty. If a company misses its quarterly revenue target, it
risks having its stock price plummet. If the company’s product is
defective, it risks going out of business. As a result, there is a
much greater premium on learning from mistakes in the business
world to ensure they are not repeated. Nonetheless, in both cases,
the long-term success of your organization is a function of how
quickly you react to, and learn from, mistakes. The frequency of
mistakes does not diminish the importance of learning from
them.

*****

One of the common flaws with individuals or
organizations is becoming surrounded by “yes men.” In order for an
individual or an organization to succeed, it needs honest feedback
on its performance and the identification of mistakes. If the only
people providing feedback are not willing to provide honest
feedback, the process loses its value.

An example of this was the decision on
whether to include family members in the review of this book
development. In the end, it was decided to forgo their input. It
was concluded that they were more likely to “be supportive” and
provide positive feedback rather than constructive and critical
feedback. In order to try and produce a quality book, a group was
selected that, in theory, was willing to trash the book if
necessary. These individuals were more than willing to suggest the
author stick to writing shareholder messages and preparing
financial statements. Ensuring a more honest level of input should
improve the results of any endeavour.

Selecting an external team has an additional
benefit. It means if the book is a failure they get blamed! I am
kidding of course. If the book is lousy, it is societies’ fault. Or
is it the man’s fault? I always get those two confused.

*****

One of the advantages of utilizing a game as
a learning tool is that you are not hindered by the same pressures
that exist in the working world. There is a longstanding joke, or
curse, in business known as the Peter Principle that you will
continue to be promoted right up until the point you are no longer
capable of doing the job. I have seen this constantly throughout my
career. Individuals who are absolutely brilliant at one level of
work get promoted to the next level and fail miserably. A common
example is in departments such as engineering groups where an
employee is promoted from a worker to a manager. While they may
have had exceptional skills as an engineer, their skills as a
manager are sub-standard.

Unfortunately for the individual who has
been promoted beyond their means, societal expectations, be it the
prestige of the new position or simply the increase in salary, are
such that there is pressure to struggle through the new position.
Recognizing that the individual is deficient at the new level and
correcting the issue is viewed as failure, rather than good
decision making. As a result, individuals continue to fight through
jobs they do not enjoy, suffer from unnecessary stress, and often
times ultimately end up fired from their position, even though they
would have been a perfectly happy and valuable asset to their
company if they, or their boss, would have accepted that they were
in over their head and moved them back down a level.

One example of this pressure occurred with a
salesperson with whom I used to work. Several years ago, the
salesperson and I worked for a company that sold industrial safety
devices. If you are ever looking to start up a successful business,
the safety market is where it is at. Legislated markets are a gold
mine. It is infinitely easier to sell a company something they are
required to have, versus something they might like to have. But I
digress.

The salesperson in question was excellent in
his role for the company. He was responsible for a wide
international territory and reported to the Vice-president of
Sales. His role was very well-defined. As the seller of an
industrial safety product, his task was different than that of a
typical product salesperson because demand for the product was
legislated. His starting point was a predefined product from
engineering with a predefined demand. As such, he knew before he
ever talked to a company that they needed a certain amount of
product and had to buy it from someone. His primary responsibility
was to beat out the competition for the order rather than
convincing the customer they needed product in the first place. In
that specific role the salesperson was excellent.

In the end, the company we worked for was
sold and the salesperson left about a year later after a long and
successful career. A couple of years later, a past employer became
involved in a new company and hired the salesperson to run its
entire sales department. The new company was an up and coming
technology company and it had a critical need for an excellent
Vice-president of Sales. The past employer was extremely confident
that the salesperson was the right person for the job based on
their past experience at the industrial safety company and on paper
it appeared to be a good choice.

Unfortunately for the salesperson, the
decision did not prove to be the success that was anticipated. The
salesperson was not comfortable with the new position and thus was
unable to adjust to its requirements. The salesperson failed to
appreciate just how different the new business was from the old
business. Most significantly, he underestimated how much of his job
would be, or should have been, involved in trying to develop and
educate the market to create awareness and demand for the product
line.

Ultimately, the defining difference between
the salesperson’s new position and his previous position was that
the new position required someone capable of creating a
playbook/overall strategy for the company’s products which would
identify how they were going to be marketed and sold. It required
someone capable of analyzing the marketplace, developing a
strategy, and rolling it out for the company. In comparison, at the
safety company the salesperson was only responsible for executing
the playbook. It was the salesperson’s boss who created the
playbook. At the previous company, the salesperson had proven he
was very capable of executing a playbook and would have been a
great asset working for a different Vice-president, but he was not
the right person to be the Vice-president.

Compounding the problem was the fact that
neither the salesperson, nor his employer, was willing to admit
that the salesperson was not comfortable or effective in the new
role. Rather than recognizing the issues that had arisen and trying
to address them, they focused on ancillary issues to use as reasons
why the failure of the sales department was not the responsibility
of the salesperson. As a result, the company ended up in a holding
pattern for a long period rather than learning and growing.

The unfortunate consequence of the situation
was that everyone lost because no one was willing to admit the
salesperson had been promoted beyond his capabilities. The
salesperson was not enjoying his new position. The company was
underperforming. The judgement of the employer came into question.
The morale of the company suffered because the issues were not
addressed. A good company ended up struggling with issues because a
potentially valuable employee was placed in the wrong position and
the company was unwilling to fix the problem.

*****

This success dilemma does not exist in the
online world. It does not exist primarily because there is no
additional reward for leadership. Leading a raid or a guild is not
a paying job. It is generally considered a thankless job because
you have to take on a significant level of additional
responsibility only to obtain the same rewards as the players who
choose not to do it. In fact, the common response to someone
walking away from a leadership role in World of Warcraft is “I am
surprised it took as long as it did,” rather than surprise. As a
result, the motivation or rational to continue to try and do a role
that is over someone’s head does not exist to nearly the same
level. Players are far more willing to recognize their deficiencies
and accept them.

Flexibility of movement and acceptance of
role are areas where World of Warcraft operates on a more
enlightened level than the business world. Unfortunately, as long
as pride and compensation are tied to an individual’s position, it
is a level of enlightenment destined to only exist in a virtual
world on a mass scale.

What ends up happening in most raiding
guilds is that leadership becomes a more altruistic exercise. While
guilds certainly have their level of egos and certain players take
on positions for perceived respect and/or glory, positions are
usually taken out of need, rather than desire. Players recognize
that you cannot have a successful guild if everyone in the guild is
a foot soldier and nobody is a general. As such, the natural
leaders migrate to the leadership positions in order to give the
guild or raid the structure necessary for success.

In most cases, players do not enter World of
Warcraft expecting to be a leader. Players evolve in the game to
the point where they realize they need to play as a group, the
group requires a leader, and someone has to step up. More often
than not, when you talk to raid leaders and ask them how they ended
up in the position, the response is something to the effect of “I
realized that if I was going to participate in a raid group, I was
going to have to lead it.” Finding players to participate in a raid
is easy. Finding players willing to step up and run a raid is not.
The game necessitates the need for leadership and, as a result,
players who would otherwise be happy continuing to be a regular
player step up and seize the role. Just as necessity drives
invention and forces creations that might otherwise never be
attempted, World of Warcraft brings out leaders in players that
otherwise might never have placed themselves in a leadership
position.

*****

The history of my guild, the Fluffy Bunnies
of Doom, provides an excellent example of the evolution of
leadership development in World of Warcraft. The Fluffy Bunnies of
Doom was founded on the first day World of Warcraft was launched
and has therefore existed through the entire life cycle of the
game.

In the early days of World of Warcraft, very
few guilds understood what exactly the game would become. There
were guilds that existed of players with MMORPG and they had a head
start on other guilds. However, they were the minority as World of
Warcraft reached an audience level that exceeded any past game by
millions. In the beginning, guilds were primarily formed in order
to help people learn about the game, explore the game environment
and level their characters. The process of starting the game and
levelling a character from level one to the then maximum level of
sixty was basically a game in and of itself. Once a player reached
the maximum level, it was effectively like starting an entirely new
game. The interactions and dynamics were entirely different and so
was the structure needed to succeed.

The single biggest difference in
transitioning from levelling to being at the maximum level was in
the scope of the game. While a player was levelling, the game was
played with a maximum of five players. As a result, most guilds
were small guilds of under twenty-five players that were
ill-prepared for the endgame mechanics.

At level sixty, the game was based around
content designed for teams of ten, fifteen, twenty, or most
importantly, forty players. The core endgame content, which defined
the success or failure of guilds, was in forty player raids. As a
result, the majority of small levelling guilds were forced to find
a way to compete, or disappear in this new world order.

While you could run a five-person group by
committee, running a forty-person group required a new structure
and the development of the raiding guild structure was born. Guilds
migrated to this structure in one of two ways. The first was for
guilds to recruit new players to reach critical mass. This was done
fastest by the guilds who understood the new dynamic of the game
and those guilds became the server leaders. The second option was
for guilds to form alliances. Two, three, four or five guilds would
work together to produce the critical mass necessary to run a
forty-person raid. In hindsight, these were the naive protectionist
guilds that wanted to hold on to their structure from the levelling
period and were not yet ready to accept the structure that was
required to succeed in endgame. The Fluffy Bunnies of Doom was one
of these naive guilds.

It is not something to be particularly proud
of to call your own guild naive. However, the learning experience
of becoming a raiding guild the hard way, through the alliance
route, was worth the price.

The Fluffy Bunnies decided to begin the
forty-raider content about eight months into the game. At the time,
the guild had about ten-to-fifteen players capable of doing the
content and began its first experience with an alliance. The
Bunnies joined an alliance with three other guilds, including one
dominant guild that had more members than the other three
combined.

The raid alliance had some immediate
success, but it quickly became a victim of that success. As the
raid became successful, the dominant guild’s members began
demanding more and more positions in the raid because their
opportunistic players had decided they now wanted to be involved.
It was the typical bandwagon jumper effect where players wanted to
seize on the success of the group, despite not being a part of the
initial success. The Bunnies, as the smallest guild, were squeezed
down in raid slots and ultimately left the alliance.

The Bunnies learned their first lesson about
alliances at that point: Everyone is looking out for their own
guild. Alliances were built out of guild by guild need and
collective goals were secondary to the goals of each individual
guild. Unfortunately for the Bunnies at that time, they were still
a small and fairly leaderless guild and as such were powerless to
address the current situation.

Next up for the Bunnies was another alliance
with a guild known as Divine Smackdown. If there is one thing that
World of Warcraft is famous for, it is the amazing proliferation of
horrible guild names. Surprisingly, Divine Smackdown was a fairly
tame name in the grand scheme of things and a lot closer to the
middle of the pack than one would expect. At this point, the
Bunnies were continuing to build as a guild and while we had a very
good roster of raiders, it was still a small roster of only
fifteen-to-twenty raiders.

The relationship with Divine Smackdown was
excellent for both guilds. The raid group quickly passed the
Bunnies previous alliance in progression. Progression is the term
used in World of Warcraft for determining how far a group is in to
the game. It is based on the bosses and content that a group has
cleared. A more progressed group has killed bosses in the game that
another group has not.

As successful as the alliance with Divine
Smackdown was, it would also be short-lived. The leaders of Divine
Smackdown let the success go to their heads and decided that they
could leverage the success of the alliance to simply takeover and
run the raid on their own. As a result, Divine Smackdown attempted
a hostile takeover of the Bunny raiders. Unfortunately for them,
what they failed to appreciate was that size does not necessarily
equate to skill. Even though Divine Smackdown was bringing
two-thirds of the raiders to the alliance, it was the Bunnies who
were bringing the higher concentration of skilled players
responsible for making the raid a success. Furthermore, the Divine
Smackdown raid leaders were mediocre at best. They failed to
appreciate what was driving the success of the raid and that it was
succeeding in spite of them, not because of them. The Divine
Smackdown leaders lacked the self-awareness necessary to draw the
right conclusions about the success of the raid. Nonetheless, the
Bunnies were without a raid once again.

To this point, the Bunnies had been avoiding
their leadership issues by deferring leadership to other alliance
guilds. However, after two failed alliances and facing a hostile
takeover, it became unavoidable. Out of necessity, the game changed
for the Bunnies and they needed a leader to emerge if they were to
avoid collapsing.

Everyone in the guild was faced with the
choice of joining a questionable raid force in Divine Smackdown, or
staying in a Bunny guild that may or may not have the ability to
raid anytime soon, and certainly could not field a raid on its own.
The easy solution was to leave and a few members quickly joined
Divine Smackdown or other guilds.

For me, the issue was not as simple. At the
time, I was playing the game with six other real-life friends and
we met to decide our fate. We would either go or stay as a group
and, as such, was not an individual decision. We quickly decided
Divine Smackdown was not an option. We knew that guild was destined
for failure because of the guild leadership. We also knew enough
about the personalities of those leaders that they would see their
guild fail before they stepped down. We considered leaving the
Bunnies as a group to join another guild, but had built personal
bonds with the other Bunnies and wanted to remain. Perhaps more
importantly, we had decided that we were no longer willing to let
others dictate our fate. Whether we were going to stay or join
another guild, we wanted a seat at the table and a leader was born
out of that necessity. As the person who drew the short straw, or
more likely the one with the least patience for watching poor
leaders fail, I became the voice of our group.

I did not want to be a raid leader when it
happened. I had never even contemplated the idea. I was quite happy
just playing the game and leaving the logistics to others. However,
it was clear that if my friends and I were going to be successful,
we were going to have to step up and take control of our in-game
destiny. The situation necessitated that a leader emerge, both for
my real-life group and the Bunnies as a whole, and on that day and
going forward, that leader would have to be me.

With our plan of action determined, I sat
down (in the virtual world. In the real world we were in different
countries) with the guild leader of the Fluffy Bunnies. He was a
young college student by the in-game name of Lailoken. Lailoken was
a good guild leader because he was an even-keeled person who was a
natural conciliator. He was an excellent leader for the purpose of
maintaining the status quo. However, he was neither a strategist
nor a field leader. In essence, he was a politician, not a general
and the guild now needed the latter. I presented my group’s
position and explained that my group of players was willing to stay
on one condition: he had to turn over raid leadership to me. I
would find us a new alliance and I would have total control over
the raid. He and the other guild leaders could manage the political
side of the guild and set the guidelines I operated under, but I
had full control within those guidelines.

Lailoken recognized the need for a strong
raid leader and that it was outside of his skill set, so he agreed
to our terms. With the change in place, any other Bunnies
considering leaving fell in line and the guild stabilized. As a
result, the Divine Smackdown hostile takeover ended and Zippy the
Guild Killer was born.

Who or what is Zippy the Guild Killer? It is
the nickname bestowed upon me because each of the guilds that the
Bunnies had an alliance with ultimately failed and disbanded, while
the Bunnies flourished without them. Divine Smackdown was the first
to fail. With their hostile takeover unsuccessful, Divine Smackdown
collapsed under the weight of their weak leadership and never
reached the level of progression they had while they were in their
alliance with the Bunnies. In the end, they were broken up within
three months of leaving the alliance with the ironic result that
their best members ended up applying to and joining the
Bunnies.

With Divine Smackdown behind the Bunnies,
the guild turned back to its original alliance. The second largest
guild from the original alliance had left meaning they needed a
guild to fill the space. The Bunnies agreed to join as an equal
partner. It was now a three guild alliance with each guild bringing
one-third of the raiders.

Again, the alliance flourished and things
looked good for the Bunnies. Again, leadership became an issue.
While each guild was bringing one-third of the raid and the raid
was collectively run by the raid leader of each guild, the founding
guild’s raid leader had the final say. Unfortunately, she was a
major narcissist. She desperately wanted everyone to see her as the
queen of the raid and everyone else as her disciples. She wanted to
control the process, dispense her wisdom and have everyone follow
her will unquestioningly. Needless to say, this was a recipe for
disaster. When the two other raid leaders, being the leader of the
third guild and I, questioned her decisions and tried to move her
in directions the raid wanted but she did not, she decided her
guild would be better off alone. History would prove her wrong and
Zippy the Guild Killer had another notch in his belt within a
couple of months.

By this point in time, the Bunnies had grown
their raid group to a level that it was now a major component of
its next alliance. The Bunnies brought in a smaller guild to
replace the outgoing guild and a new alliance was created of which
the Bunnies comprised forty percent of the raid. I was the co-raid
leader and primarily responsible for raid strategy and
structure.

As well, at this point both of the major
guilds had matured enough to understand what the endgame structure
was and that any alliance was an unnecessary layer of complication
destined for long-term failure. Both guilds recognized that, in
order to truly progress through the game, everyone needed to be on
the same page and that meant running raids as a guild function,
rather than as part of an alliance. The question became which guild
would reach critical mass first to determine when the alliance
would fail. Once again, it was the other guild which left the
alliance believing they were better off alone and once again the
other guild collapsed and failed within a couple of months. While
the other guild had obtained the number of players’ necessary to
run an in-house raid, they failed to recognize that the core
leadership structure of the alliance was being managed by the
Bunnies. The Bunnies were performing all of the critical management
roles while the other guild was just supplying foot soldiers. As a
result, when the other guild left the alliance, they did so without
an adequate leadership structure. With no generals to manage their
foot soldiers, they collapsed under the weight of their own
dysfunction. Zippy the Guild Killer was three for three.

Since the Bunnies had been building their
own critical mass through this process, there was no need to find a
new alliance partner. Rather, the guild simply continued to grow
and shortly thereafter the time had come to move the raid in-house.
In a cruel bit of irony, the Bunnies had come full circle and were
now in a position where they were the bigger guild offering to
absorb a smaller guild, just as Divine Smackdown had done to them
months earlier. However, the process had a much different result,
as the smaller guild recognized the Bunnies had developed into a
true raiding guild with a strong structure and leadership. Most of
the smaller guild happily joined the Bunnies, while those that
chose not to come over faded away in short order. Zippy the Guild
Killer was now retired after claiming his fourth victim.

The entire process from the start of Bunny
raiding to the first all Bunnies forty-person raid took ten months:
ten months for a guild to absorb the change in the game from a
levelling guild to a raiding guild and to develop and put in place
the leaders necessary to make it a success. At the same time, four
other guilds collapsed in the Bunnies wake to make us a
success.

The Bunny story is unique. Rather, the same
story has played out many times on each of the servers in the game.
Leaders are born in the game out of necessity and weak leaders
ultimately cause their guilds to fail. For every Bunny guild where
a quality leadership structure is developed and a guild flourishes,
there are four guilds that fail, never to be heard from again
because they lacked the leadership to succeed.

Perhaps most importantly, the Bunny story
shows the evolution of a guild over time and that leadership is
developed over time. You cannot simply walk into a situation and
change it overnight. You do not simply say “we need a leadership
group,” throw people into the positions, and expect them to
succeed. Leaders are born of necessity and leaders are developed
over time. Yet, whether you are in a guild that succeeds or fails,
you learn to appreciate the need for leadership, the impact of both
good and bad leaders, and ultimately develop your own skills along
the way. The experience gained is invaluable and will hold you in
good stead throughout your business career.

The process that created the leadership
structure for the Bunnies did not end with the creation of an
in-house raid. There have been four more years of guild development
since that day and the leaders who exist today are far more
experienced and better prepared to handle the guild than they were
back then because leadership is a process of continuous learning.
No matter how good a leader is and no matter how much experience
they have, there will always be the opportunity to continue to grow
and the recognition of that is, in itself, a leadership trait that
differentiates a good leader from a poor leader.

*****

You can see how the evolution of leadership
creation in the Bunnies mirrors that of a young company. There is a
great term in business which refers to companies as an “overnight
success”. The only truth about overnight successes is that there is
no such thing.

Small companies start with an idea in an
entrepreneurs mind and it takes years for that idea to migrate into
a product, a company, and then a success. Along the way, companies
utilize other companies and resources that fill a need while they
are small, until they can reach their own critical mass to bring
operations in-house. Throughout all of this, companies are looking
for leaders to take them from one level to the next and ensure
their ongoing success because, at the end of the day, for every
small company that makes it, there are dozens that do not. More
often than not, they fail because of a lack of leadership.

Generally speaking, the young entrepreneur
who starts up a new company does so with the confidence they can
lead a company, but they lack the experience. In most cases, that
confidence is unfounded and the success or failure of most young
companies comes down to the founders’ ability to recognize
leadership voids and address them. Those companies that bring in
the proper leadership and experience tend to flourish. In many
successful start-ups, the initial founders step aside to allow a
more experienced management team to execute the vision. The
companies that struggle under an inadequate management team tend to
flounder and either fade away or get bought up for a fraction of
their potential worth.

Identifying who is a strong leader versus
someone who has the desire but lacks the skills is a major dilemma
in the business world. A small company cannot afford to learn the
hard way that someone in a leadership position is not up to the
task because small companies often have a very small window of
opportunity to succeed or fail. Any external measure to help
identify those critical individuals capable of leading a company is
of immeasurable value. A player’s experience in a game such as
World of Warcraft gives you an opportunity to learn about their
leadership experience, along with their ability to interact in an
organizational structure and, as such, should be valued and
utilized.

When you interview or review the résumé of a
prospective employee or officer and you discover that they have
been the guild or raid leader of the same guild for several years
in a game like World of Warcraft, you can be comfortable in knowing
that they are a strong leader. You can be comfortable because the
game is set up in such a way that you never have to follow a weak
leader. You always have a relatively easy ability to move from one
guild to another until you find that strong leader. As a result, it
is the strong leaders that end up having a long history with their
guilds, while the weak leaders end up destined to be a notch in
Zippy the Guild Killer’s belt.

 


*****

 



CHAPTER
4


LEADERSHIP CHARACTER TRAITS

 


In the previous chapter, we discussed how
World of Warcraft creates an environment for leaders to develop.
This chapter will discuss the character traits that help to
differentiate the good leaders from the poor leaders. While simply
choosing to be a leader is an admirable decision on its own and
takes a measure of self-confidence, it is only one piece of the
puzzle and far more potential leaders fail at the task than
succeed.

Character traits are the foundation of any
leader. They are the fundamental basics that make up a leader and
how they interact with others and perceive information. The
downside to character traits is that they are part of the basic
makeup of each individual. Unlike leadership skills which can be
developed and trained over time, character traits are wired into an
individual as a function of their history and experience and
changing a person’s ingrained character traits is easier said than
done. As a result, it is significantly easier to teach an
individual the skills necessary to lead, than it is to teach the
character traits necessary to lead. Nonetheless, it can be done and
the traits that follow provide the foundation for successful
leadership.

*****

Self-awareness: This is one of the more
intangible leadership characteristics, but that does not diminish
its significant importance. Self-awareness is also a somewhat
counter-intuitive characteristic because it is not just about
looking at yourself, but looking at others and being able to read
how they perceive you. As such, it has both an internal and
external component. Self-awareness has an added layer of importance
because it creates the baseline that is utilized to interact with
your other character traits and leadership skills. The
understanding you have of yourself and how others perceive you
drives how you interact with them.

Whether you consider self-awareness a
character trait or a learned skill likely depends on how you
utilize it personally and how much of “a natural” you are at it. It
also depends on which aspect you are considering. I am of the
belief that internal self-awareness, or the ability to recognize
your own strengths and weaknesses, is a character trait and
therefore have included it in this chapter. On the flip side, I
believe that external self-awareness, or the ability to recognize
how others react to you, is a leadership skill and will also be
discussed in that section.

As mentioned, the internal part of
self-awareness requires being able to look at yourself and
determine your strengths and weaknesses. Can you openly and
honestly admit your flaws (feel free to insert your own bad author
joke here)? Can you adequately separate your strengths from your
weaknesses so that you can capitalize on one, while managing the
other?

There is an old axiom in trying to make a
good first impression, whether for a job interview, a date, or some
other reason, that you should just be yourself, but that you should
be “the best part of yourself.” The implication of the axiom is
that you should understand your bad habits, along with your
negative character traits, and that you should suppress them for
the meeting and only share the positive aspects of your character.
Knowing “the best parts of your character” and, by contrast, the
worst parts of yourself is internal self-awareness.

A successful leader must be able to
recognize both their strengths and their weaknesses. Understanding
both is the key to developing a successful team. This is because a
strong leader develops their team around their strengths and
weaknesses. The skill set of a leader’s senior advisors should
complement the skill set of the leader. The advisors should be able
to fill in the blanks where the leader has weaknesses. A company
with a president who is brilliant at research and development is
far more likely to emphasize hiring a vice-president of sales or
production over a vice-president of research and development.

Skill complementation is a primary focus in
ensuring an advisory team has as broad a range of expertise as
possible. In World of Warcraft, you want your advisor group to
include a tank, a healer, and a DPS to ensure each aspect of the
game has a voice. In business, you want your advisor group to
include someone from each functional area such as engineering,
production, accounting, marketing and sales.

This breadth of knowledge or lack thereof is
where many potential leaders fail. We have all heard the term “yes
man.” If a leader surrounds themselves with advisors who either
think the same as the leader, or refuse to provide constructive
feedback, they will be prone to failure. An operations specialist
trying to run a company is not going to succeed by having an
advisory board of five more operations specialists. You might very
well produce the best and highest quality products ever, but that
will not be worth the circuit boards they are built on if nobody
knows how to sell them. Advisors exist to question leadership where
they lack expertise so that the group can succeed. Strong leaders
recognize this and create advisory groups that will give them
functional feedback. Weak leaders tend to be protective of their
positions or ideas and create advisory groups that will support all
of their decisions. While the latter may bolster the self-esteem of
the leader, it will ultimately result in the failure of the
group.

*****

Being humble and self-deprecating/admitting
to your mistakes: Part of being a leader is performing at a higher
level than those who follow you. A leader should make fewer
mistakes than those in their organization. However, when those few
mistakes are made, a leader should face them head on, rather than
trying to dismiss them and trying to appear flawless. Admitting
mistakes humanizes a leader thereby helping to bridge the gap
between themselves and their followers and helping to create a
stronger bond.

If a leader ignores their mistakes while
acknowledging them in others, they create a level of mistrust in
their followers along with potentially lowering morale and creating
a perception of arrogance. On the other hand, if a leader accepts
their mistakes it creates a more humble perception. It makes the
leader “one of the guys.” As a leader, you never want to be
perceived as looking down on your followers and admitting to the
occasional mistake helps to maintain that balance. One of the most
powerful tools a leader can have in both raiding and business is
the ability to create an environment where everyone believes they
are “in it together” and trying to overcome their obstacles as a
group.

The philosophy of engaging your followers as
peers, rather than from a hierarchical structure, has become more
common as the Generation X and Generation Y demographics age and
take on leadership positions. The newer generations take a much
more collaborative approach to leadership and tend to reject
traditional structures. While the change to more collaborative
leadership styles is a relatively recent phenomenon, the
fundamentals behind it have existed for hundreds of years.

History is littered with examples of leaders
who disguise themselves as commoners in order to better understand
their followers. Perhaps the most famous of these was Henry V
disguising himself as a commoner in order to raise the morale of
his troops on the eve of battle, as written by William Shakespeare.
In a hierarchical structure such as a kingdom, the ability of the
king to understand the motivations and desires of his followers is
very low because they cannot be open and honest with the king.
Instead of getting honest feedback from his subjects, the king is
told what he wants to hear. By dressing as a commoner and casting
aside the shroud of leadership, a King is able to interact with his
subjects on an equal level and obtain the information he needs.

The irony of the idea of being a
self-deprecating and humble leader is that if you truly are that
rare human being who is flawless (I think Carly Simon wrote you a
song btw), you would be better served by fabricating mistakes and
appearing flawed than you would be to actually appear flawless. A
major reason for this is that the performance of the leader impacts
the mindset of the follower. You want to create an environment
where your followers are relaxed. Stress is a great self-fulfilling
prophecy. If you are afraid to make a mistake, you increase the
likelihood of making one. If you are relaxed, you reduce the
chances of screwing up. A leader who truly is flawless, or is
perceived to be flawless by their followers, would create such a
fear of failure that the group would self-destruct under its own
expectations.

This phenomenon can be observed through the
balance beam paradox, which I just made up, so do not expect to
find it on Google. When a gymnast first learns the balance beam
they do so with a beam one foot off the ground. Once they become
proficient they move to the beam at competition height. The
reasoning is straightforward. At competition height, the new
gymnast is afraid of falling off the beam and the fear becomes a
fixation in their mind. Because they are afraid, they react to
mitigate the fear only to have those reactions increase the
likelihood of falling. Removing that fear from the equation allows
the gymnast to practice with confidence, until they reach a point
that falling off at either height ceases to be a concern.

A leader needs to find the same balance (no
pun intended) with their followers, between being too worried about
making a mistake, and being too casual about their performance.

*****

Inside World of Warcraft, the best example
of a mistake creating ongoing positive value for a leader comes
from the name of my character: ZippyTDR. ZippyTDR was created as a
mule with a joke name and it was created in haste. The name was
intended to stand for Zippy the Dragon Slayer, which was far too
long for a character name and therefore was shortened to
ZippyTDR.

A few months after the name creation the
inevitable question came: a real-life friend asked “what does TDR
stand for,” while five of us were playing World of Warcraft at his
house. I responded unflinchingly that it stood for “The Dragon
Slayer” to which he naturally followed up “wouldn’t that be TDS?”
to laughter in the room. To that date, I had never realized I had
used the wrong letters. From that point on, the name would become
the gift that keeps on giving.

On a somewhat regular basis, a new player in
the guild will ask the question “what does TDR stand for?” The
simple answer would be to say it stands for nothing, but there
would be no value in that. Instead, each and every time the
question comes up we relay the story of how we discovered it was a
typo. By admitting the error and laughing about it, Zippy the
character exhibits the same self-deprecating character traits that
are implied in the character name. This helps put players at ease
and creates that “one of the guys” image necessary to lead.

In October of 2007, World of Warcraft began
allowing players to change their character name for a fee. As a
result, at any time I could change the TDR suffix to TDS and fix
the error. However, doing so would remove the opportunity to
continue utilizing the error for positive effect. Thus ZippyTDR
will continue to be Zippy the Dragon ?????? long into the
future.

Appearing fallible is an important character
trait for a leader. At the same time, there is a limit to that
fallibility. A leader needs to make fewer mistakes than their
followers if they are going to succeed. As a result, having an
error, such as the obvious typing mistake described previously,
kept in an accessible area, has increased value to a leader. It
allows the leader to create the illusion of fallibility without
actually making a lot of mistakes. Allowing one mistake to be
replayed creates the same value as making multiple mistakes,
without the cost of making those mistakes.

*****

In the business world, a similar style of
situation occurred at one of my previous companies. The company in
question was a relatively small organization. As a result, my role
required doing a variety of mundane tasks beyond the normal tasks
of Chief Financial Officer. One of those roles was that I would
mail out the cheques since there was a mailbox close to my home and
the post office did not pick up directly from our office.

At some point, we had an issue with one of
our major suppliers because we were trying to get a shipment of
product, but they claimed we had not paid our previous bill. We
checked the system, verified the cheque number and told them they
had been paid. This happened for a month and we finally had to
cancel the cheque and issue a replacement.

About a month later, the production manager,
the Chief Operating Officer and I went for lunch. After lunch
everyone got back in my car and the Chief Operating Officer asks
from the back seat “what is this?” The production manager and I
turned around and saw the Chief Operating Officer holding an
envelope in his hands with the original cheque to the supplier. It
turned out that it had fallen between the seats of the car and had
never been delivered. Needless to say, it was quite embarrassing
even if it was a minor mistake. Everyone involved laughed about the
incident and I thought the issue was dead.

It turns out, the production manager had
kept the envelope and shortly thereafter he framed it like a
picture and placed it on his desk for the whole company to see. A
lot of bosses would have been very upset by this. I was not. I
recognized it was done in jest, rather than spite, and more
importantly, I saw the opportunity that he had created. By framing
the cheque he had created the same effect as the ZippyTDR error.
The mistake could now be shared by the whole company and laughed
at, and it could be shared on an ongoing basis. It was a constant
reminder of my ability to make mistakes and was as human as the
rest of the team. It created a significant amount of goodwill
within the company and helped build the camaraderie necessary for
success.

*****

One of the keys in both examples is that, as
much as the existence and discovery of a mistake can help build a
rapport and benefits the leader, it only does so to the extent
someone else points it out. If the leader is actively highlighting
the mistake and saying “look at me, I screwed up,” they defeat the
purpose of the exercise. While there is humility in identifying a
mistake when it occurs, identifying it over and over is drawing
unnecessary attention to your actions. You change the message from
one of humility to one of arrogance or damage control.

One event at a cellular company would serve
to highlight how trying to manage a mistake, instead of letting it
play out naturally, would cause a leader to create distance instead
of bonding. The GPS products the company made at the time utilized
cellular technology in order to communicate with the user. Cellular
communication occurs over a frequency band similar to an FM radio
station, just at different areas of the radio spectrum. The range
of the radio spectrum where both reside is referred to in
megahertz. For example, FM ninety-nine point nine radio station is
radio broadcast at a frequency of ninety-nine point nine
megahertz.

One of the senior officers of the company
was having a discussion with one of the engineers about an issue
with a product. The engineer explained that it was a limitation due
to the frequency bands available on the GSM chip. The issue being
that different areas of the world broadcast cellular signals over
up to four different frequency bands while the GSM chips were only
programmed with some combination of one to three of the four
frequencies. However, the officer did not understand the mechanics
of the units and naively believed that megahertz was a measure of
performance. As a result, the officer confidently suggested to the
engineer that in order to solve the problem, the engineer needed to
work harder to get “more megahertz” into the product, just as
Captain Kirk would ask Engineer Scotty for more power. While this
might be an expected mistake from a random user of the product, or
slightly amusing to hear from a member of the company that might
not be expected to know better, it was a pretty embarrassing
comment to have come from a senior officer of the company who, in
theory, should understand how the company’s products work.

Unfortunately for the company, the senior
officer decided the best way to downplay the mistake was to make
light of it. He thought if he was bringing up the error and
laughing about it then it would downplay the significance of the
mistake and trivialize it. As a result, for the next several weeks
after the incident, whenever the officer was near the engineer he
would yell “more megahertz” and draw attention to himself and the
error.

Despite his best efforts, the officer’s
actions caused the opposite reaction than he had hoped because the
intent of his actions was readily apparent to his employees. The
irony of his efforts were that, instead of having a mistake that
likely would have existed amongst only a few people and would have
been forgotten in a couple of days, the officer had manifested his
mistake into a company-wide event that would linger for weeks and
remind the staff how concerned the officer was with managing his
self-image. Rather than creating a positive out of his mistake and
seizing the opportunity to create a bond with the engineer over a
shared experience along with showing his acceptance that we all
make mistakes, he created a barrier with the whole company by
trying to downplay his error. Furthermore, if he would have left
the situation to the engineer to bring up with others and he would
have reacted to any discussion with “yes, I should have known
better,” he might have taken the isolated event and turned it into
a bonding moment with all of his employees.

*****

Confidence: Lack of confidence is not an
option for a leader. If you do not believe in what you are trying
to achieve, it is time to step down. At the same time, a leader
must walk a fine line between confidence and perceived
overconfidence, as the latter can be as detrimental to an
organization as a lack of confidence. Finding that sweet spot is
critical to a leader’s success.

Though it is a critical leadership
characteristic, confidence is a secondary character trait. That is,
confidence is a result of the previously discussed primary
character trait of self-awareness. Confidence very quickly becomes
cockiness, arrogance or over-confidence when the results behind
that confidence do not measure up. Self-awareness drives the truth
of a potential leader’s confidence. Self-awareness lets you know
what you are capable of and therefore how founded or unfounded your
confidence will be.

Confidence is critical to leadership because
followers feed off the aura of a leader. If the leader believes
success is achievable, so will the followers. If the leader is
demoralized, the followers will be as well. However, this will only
hold true to the extent that history backs up a leader’s
confidence. If the leader is over-confident, the followers will
discover the leader’s flaw over time and will no longer share the
same beliefs and expectations.

In World of Warcraft, confidence drives
progression. Confidence dictates what challenges the group are
willing to take on and whether or not they achieve them. It is
critical for the raid leader to adequately assess the skills of the
raid and move them forward at a reasonable pace. If a raid leader
is overconfident, they will push the raid into content they cannot
defeat, resulting in ongoing failure, lowering the morale of the
group, and potentially causing the group to break up.

The same is true in business except the
consequences are usually more extreme. A company’s business plan,
and the risks they are willing to take to achieve it, are based on
its confidence of success. Without confidence, start-ups would
never be created. At the same time, overconfidence is the number
one killer of small companies. It is often said of a small company
trying to raise money that it should take the amount of money it
thinks it will need, double it, and then double it again, to come
up with how much money it should really raise. This axiom exists
because of the inherent overconfidence of entrepreneurs. More often
than not, businesses succeed at a much slower pace than they
believe they will. As a result, it takes significantly more funds
to survive until that point. In the end, many small companies fail
before they ever reach the critical point of success because they
run out of money first.

Overconfidence can also result in failure of
companies that otherwise should have had adequate funding. This
occurs when companies spend beyond their means due to the
expectation of success. I dealt with a small oil and gas company
where the president was overconfident. In the oil and gas industry,
a thirty percent success rate on exploration drilling is considered
effective. Yet the president of this small company was probably
ninety percent confident in all of his wells. As a result, he
allowed the company spent money based on future performance that
did not yet exist and would eventually fail to appear.
Unfortunately, there was no way to convince the president that he
should be managing the company’s cash flow at a more reasonable
pace. In essence, the company was destined to fail because the
president believed it could not.

*****

Accessibility/Approachability: As society
has evolved and leadership has migrated to a more collaborative and
peer-based approach, so have the character traits which make a good
leader. Historically, leaders were placed on a pedestal, on the top
floor, in the corner office, or with whatever symbolic
differentiator that worked whereby it was clear that one person was
the leader and everyone else had their place beneath the
leader.

This hierarchy is slowly (or quickly
depending on your view) fading away. We often hear of the
flattening-out of organizational structures, which is a side effect
of the changes. However, the critical aspect of this change is that
leaders must now be accessible and approachable. Leaders need to be
able to connect with their staff on a professional, personal and
sometimes emotional level. If a leader cannot build a rapport with
their staff and create an image to at least partially be “one of
the guys,” they are far less likely to succeed than in past
generations.

In World of Warcraft, the pressure on the
guild to have a flat organizational chart is even more pronounced
than in the business world. In World of Warcraft, you do not have
particularly entrenched roles. Both leaders and followers are under
a perpetual state of performance review and that review goes both
directions.

Upward feedback is a growing phenomenon in
the business world whereas it is a longstanding practice in World
of Warcraft. With the free movement of raiders within the game, a
leader will never convince another raider that they “have” to
follow them. A raider will only support a leader to the extent they
respect them and believe they can lead them to success. As a
result, the followers often hold as much, or more, power over the
organization than the leader. It is more common for a raid guild to
fail because of the raiders revolting, than it is for the raid
guild to fail because the leader walks away.

In a sense, guilds in World of Warcraft are
basically unionized. A leader is rarely managing one voice at a
time. Rather they are managing the voices of major blocks of
players which can be compounded by the amount of groups within the
game who are real-life friends. This increases the power of the
player base and makes a leaders position more tenuous.

As a result of their precarious position, a
leader must build a rapport with their followers to ensure they
survive and thrive. Leaders must find a common bond with their
followers and be comfortable interacting and relating with them.
While a leader’s number one priority must be the raid, where that
priority is not in conflict, a leader also wants to be as friendly
with their raiders as possible.

The primary value in being accessible is
keeping your followers happy and motivated. The first aspect of
which we just discussed is creating the “one of us” environment
where the followers are happy because they share a common set of
goals with the leader. However, there is also a second aspect which
is that approachability and accessibility provide you insight into
your followers.

The more approachable a leader and the more
comfortable the followers with the leader, the more likely they are
to share their concerns and issues, whether intentionally or not.
As a result, accessibility becomes a fact-finding resource for the
leader. It is a critical trait for supporting a leader’s ability to
understand their followers.

To clarify, the increase in approachability
and the flattening out of leadership structures is not meant to
take away a leader’s accountability or responsibility. While the
approach is more collaborative, the final decisions remain the
responsibility of the leader and sometimes a leader will simply
have to “issue orders” or make a decision that is unpopular with
the followers. However, in those situations, the accessible,
collaborative environment created by the leader continues to be an
asset because the followers are more willing to give the leader the
benefit of the doubt that the unpopular decision is necessary.

The need for approachability and
accessibility is more obvious and magnified in World of Warcraft
because of player mobility. If a player leaves a guild because they
are unhappy with leadership, it makes a clear point to the rest of
the guild. However, that does not mean it is less important in
business. Quite the contrary, a leader’s relationship with their
staff, and their ability to gain constructive feedback from their
followers, is a defining part of a company’s success or failure.
Moreover, unsatisfied employees often cause more harm to a company
by staying than they do by leaving. Their negative attitude and
poor morale leak out into the company and poison others. In that
sense, World of Warcraft guilds have an advantage over businesses
because problem guild members do not stay around long enough to
spread their negativity.

*****

Anti-alpha male: This character trait links
directly with the aura of approachability. The gaming and business
world have both evolved into an environment where authoritarian
rule is not an option except in rare circumstances. If you took the
world’s most successful drill sergeant and placed them in front of
a raiding guild or a corporation, not only would they not succeed
in motivating the raiders or staff, but they would likely cause
them all to quit en masse.

Gamers and employees expect to be managed in
a certain way. The historic style of authoritarian rule, based on
negative reinforcement and fear of reprisal, is no longer
acceptable. Leaders need to be calm and reasoned in their approach
and need to use logic, strategy, and positive reinforcement as
their primary weapons of motivation. There is still a time and
place for negative reinforcement and accountability, but the
frequency of such activities has diminished significantly.

To be clear, this only relates to a leader’s
ability to motivate their staff. It does not necessarily apply to
other aspects of running a company, such as negotiating with
suppliers and vendors where a more aggressive posture can be
appropriate.

What all of this adds up to, is that a
leader needs to be able to manage staff rather than dictate to
them. There is now a much more personal interaction to being a
leader than previous hierarchical structures where leaders simply
issued orders and staff executed them.

 


Charisma: If the leader/follower dynamic has
changed to where the relationship is more personal in nature and
common bonds need to be created, the biggest character trait that
can facilitate this process is charisma. A leader needs to be able
to make a positive impression. They need to be memorable.

The election run of Barack Obama provided
the most significant example of the power of charisma in a long
time. Whether or not you were a Barack Obama supporter or were
simply an interested outsider, such as those of us from the Great
White North, you had to appreciate his ability to evoke an
emotional and personal response in his voter base. The American
people were looking for someone to inspire them and Barack Obama
provided that person. Barack Obama’s policies became secondary to
people’s belief in the man.

There are numerous different traits that can
result in a leader generating charisma such as: being outgoing,
being humorous, a person’s voice, or the calmness of their actions.
There is no right way to be charismatic. What it comes down to is
being memorable and being memorable in a positive way.

*****

As you can see, the creation of a good
leader requires a basic foundation of character traits. There are
any number of additional character traits that help flesh out the
style of leader a person will become, but the forgoing list is
fairly consistent from leader-to-leader. What is compelling about
the characteristics that have been discussed is that, for each
characteristic, it is critical to the success of a raid leader in
World of Warcraft as well as being critical to the success of a
businessperson in the real world. The individuals that rise to
leadership positions in World of Warcraft are well-positioned to
take on similar roles in the business world.

 


*****

 



CHAPTER
5


LEADERSHIP SKILLS: SIDE A

 


The character traits that we discussed in
the previous chapter help leaders to open the door. They create an
environment whereby potential recruits want to follow them. The
next part of the equation is successfully leading those recruits
and that is where having the appropriate leadership skills comes
into play.

Many of the skills of a great leader revolve
around understanding yourself and your surroundings. A leader’s
ability to obtain, analyze, and interpret information will
ultimately determine their success or failure. How a leader chooses
to interact with, and motivate, their followers is a function of
this analysis. This is the first stumbling block for potential
leaders and is a common failing of the textbook crowd. Leadership
cannot be performed off of a checklist. There is no “if I do steps
A, B, C and D, then we will succeed” because each group of
individuals is different from the last. You can learn from each
encounter and take the experience of past groups to help with
future ones, but you cannot simply follow what worked last time, or
in one specific example, and expect it to succeed with a new group
of people. As a result, a lot of leaders fail before they even
begin. A strong leader must start by throwing their preconceptions
out the window and learn from scratch about the dynamics of the
current group. The skills that follow over the next two chapters
enable leaders to understand their team and lead them
successfully.

*****

Understand your audience: Any potential
leader would be well served by taking a course in negotiation. The
fundamental basis for negotiation is in understanding your
adversary, creating a common ground, and then finding a solution.
Leaders strive to accomplish the same things. How do we work
together for a common goal? The first step is to understand your
audience.

In World of Warcraft, the first thing that a
leader needs to appreciate is the demographic of the players.
Specifically, World of Warcraft is not an alpha-male society. On
the contrary, it is arguably an anti-alpha male society. This does
not mean that there are no dominant players or leaders. Rather,
what it does mean is that the dynamics that make the leaders
successful will be very different from an alpha male style of
organization.

What is an alpha male style organization? A
common example would be the stereotypical hard-nosed sports coach
with the serious demeanour who motivates through fear and negative
reinforcement (twenty push-ups now!). If you look at this type of
scenario, the interaction between the leaders and the other players
is drastically different than the interaction that exists in a
business or World of Warcraft. Aggression, intimidation, and power
drive relationships and structure in the hard-nosed coaches world.
The actions the coach takes to motivate players, including yelling,
making them run laps, benching them, etc., that are effective on
their team would be highly inappropriate and ineffectual in either
business or World of Warcraft. Can you imagine making a mistake at
work and having your boss tell you to go run ten laps around the
building? On the other hand, I have dreamed of telling my boss to
go run ten laps around the building. Usually with the hope he would
not return when he was done... What is acceptable and effective in
one environment is often inappropriate in another.

In comparison, the environment in World of
Warcraft is very similar to most businesses. This makes sense given
that both World of Warcraft and businesses are drawing from a broad
cross-section of society, whereas players on a sporting team are a
unique and therefore smaller pool. In fact, a person who works for
a professional sporting team would likely notice the difference in
styles between how the business side of the enterprise is run,
versus how player management is accomplished.

We can see that the first step in
understanding your audience is to understand the basic character
traits of the group, such as being anti-alpha male. Once you have
compiled the general structure, you need to drill down to the next
level which is the goals of the individual players. This is where
you find the driving factor distinguishing one guild from another
and one company from another.

In World of Warcraft, there are numerous
different personal goals. In the business world, you find a similar
diversity of goals. As well, in a lot of cases, the various goals
in World of Warcraft and the business world overlap. It is simply
the environment that is different. The employee who is focused on
the success of the company is the raider who is focused on the
progression of the guild. The employee who only cares about their
paycheque is the raider who only cares about what loot they are
winning. The Fred Flintstone employee who works to live and jumps
into their foot-powered car the second Mr. Slate yanks on the
quitting-time parrot is the raider who only logs into the game for
raids and logs off immediately afterwards. The employee who loves
to work and will happily use their “spare time” at the office is
the raider who is online every day even if they are just standing
in a city socializing with guild members.

My time at the industrial safety company is
an example of managing divergent viewpoints. I have always been
part of the work-to-live crowd with the belief that life exists
outside the workplace and that working is a means to an end. As
such, I am the poster child for Generation X and Generation Y
ideals. My boss, on the other hand, was a stereotypical
live-to-work baby boomer who thought the best way to spend his
Sunday afternoon was at work. His work was his hobby and, just as I
would have gone insane if I had to work sixty hours per week
consistently, he would have gone insane if he was not allowed to
work sixty hours per week.

On paper, we should not have gotten along.
We were oil and water. However, we both recognized how our societal
expectations towards work were different based on the timing of our
upbringing and, though neither of us could truly understand the
other person’s point of view, we understood why it existed. As a
result, we both had the leadership skills necessary to create a
common ground and mutual respect where we worked extremely well
together and the company flourished under our watch despite our
different approaches to the work.

One of the major differences between World
of Warcraft and business is the friend dynamic. While you can work
with your friends in business, it is very uncommon. In World of
Warcraft, most guilds have groups of players who are either
real-life or in-game friends and a driving factor in their
participation is playing together. This creates increased
complications for raid leaders when the skill level of the players
in those groups of friends is very divergent.

At the end of the day, you must understand
what is motivating a player to be a part of your guild, or what is
motivating an employee to be a part of your company. Once you
understand that motivation, you can begin to maximize that
resource. At a macro level, the critical path to success lies in
whether or not a leader is able to combine numerous divergent sets
of goals into one common goal. In a perfect world, you might create
a guild or a company where one hundred percent of the individuals
have the same goals. In a perfect world, I might solve the problem
of cold fusion. In the absence of either, leaders need to be
collaborators and bring different groups together.

*****

Understand your own goals: This might seem
like an obvious leadership skill but it is neglected a lot more
often than people think. Life has an amazing ability to just
happen. As a result, people get into a routine. You spend so much
time just managing to get from day-to-day that you forget to step
back and ask the questions “why am I doing this?” and “what am I
really trying to achieve?” The goals of the leader are just as
critical as the goals of the followers because if they are not in
alignment with each other it is only a matter of time before the
relationship breaks down.

In business, companies are taken over on a
regular basis. The common result of a takeover is for the new
management team to turn over the majority of the old companies
employees in order to bring in a new set of individuals who are on
the same page as the new management. This is because existing
employees have the culture and business philosophy of the previous
owners and have trouble adapting to the new owners. As a result,
takeovers tend to fail when the goals of the new owners differ from
the goals of the existing employees and the difference is not
addressed.

What this highlights is that there are
different leaders for different groups. There is no shame in
recognizing that a group of people need a certain style of leader
or can perform at a certain level and you as a leader cannot
support that group. It does not make you or the group right or
wrong, simply different. While collaboration and trying to find a
common ground is critical, it is not going to occur every time.
Sometimes the gap is too large to find a common ground.

Where this can lead to failure is when a
leader loses sight of their own goals, or stubbornly tries to hang
on to power in a situation where a common ground does not exist.
One of the signs of a true leader is the ability to say “I am the
wrong person for this role.”

*****

These two elements of understanding your
audience and understanding your own goals lead to the single
biggest event in the history of the Fluffy Bunnies of Doom. In the
summer of 2008, raids were built around twenty-five player content.
The Bunnies had a reasonably successful twenty-five person raid
comprised of thirty to thirty-five raiders, but the goals of the
individual raiders were diverging further and further.

At the top end of the raid, you had roughly
ten players who were very focused on pushing the progression of the
guild. Moving the raid forward to greater progression was their
priority and they were willing to go to the greatest lengths to
achieve it. In the middle, you had ten-to-fifteen players who were
happy with the guilds pace and whose primary focus was enjoying the
content and enjoying playing with their friends, whether they were
top players, middle players, or bottom players. At the bottom of
the raid, you had roughly ten players who were not performing at
the level necessary to push the guild’s progression, but who were
also not concerned about the progression.

The gap that existed between the top players
in the guild and their desires, compared to the bottom players in
the guild and their desires, had reached a point where it was no
longer possible to find a common ground. Something had to give. The
raid was going to collapse; the only question was how and when.

Fortunately for the Bunnies, Blizzard
announced that they were, yet again, changing the face of raiding
within the game. When the Wrath of the Lich King expansion was
launched, it would enable the player base to tackle the raid
content in two alternate forms. The players would be able to do the
content in a twenty-five player raid, or they could do the content
in a ten-player raid. This was the perfect solution for a
friend-first guild like the Bunnies.

The Bunnies effectively split the raid from
one twenty-five player raid into three ten-player raids. By
creating three raids instead of only having one, the guild could
create three different sets of goals. One raid would be the
progression raid, which would allow the hardcore players the
ability to play together and push progression at a level beyond the
interest of the other players. The other two raids would be more
casual and socially-based, allowing the middle and bottom players
of the original raid to continue in an environment in which they
were comfortable.

In the oil and gas industry, this type of
company split is very common and the incentives are very similar.
Quite often, a mid-sized company will break itself into two new
companies. The hardcore, aggressive members of the company will
join a new exploration company focused on finding new reserves. The
more content, conservative members of the company will join a
development and exploitation company focused on producing the
reserves that already exist.

In the case of both the Bunnies and the oil
and gas examples, what is highlighted is that sometimes, the parts
are greater than their sum. Sometimes, the effort of trying to
maintain a common ground and common goal between divergent groups
is not worth the cost. Greater success exists by separating the
groups than keeping them together.

Recognizing the need for such a breakup is a
polarizing leadership decision. To this day, over a year after the
decision, there are members of the Bunnies who believe the guild
should not have been fractured. Despite the fact that the guild is
as strong today as it has ever been and had the split not been done
the guild likely would have ceased to exist. This leads to the next
important leadership skill...

*****

Make the unpopular decision: Clichés exist
because there is some air of truth in the statement. In this case,
the cliché is that it is lonely at the top. One of the primary
reasons for this is that a leader cannot be everyone’s friend.
Those who try usually fail because keeping everyone happy and
achieving the overall goals of an organization can rarely be done
at the same time.

I have told the Bunnies for years that when
my time comes to leave the guild, it would likely happen as a
result of me no longer having any friends left in the guild. The
statement was not because it was my goal to upset everyone (though
some days...), but because of the recognition that making the right
decision often requires making a decision the players will not
like.

Breaking up the twenty-five player raid was
one of those decisions. Before it was done, it was clear that a
substantial portion of the guild would not understand the decision
and would be upset despite it benefitting them. The easy decision
for the guild would have been to continue running a twenty-five
player raid and avoid the major issues that were developing. In the
short-term, it would have kept the majority of the guild happy, but
in the long-term it would have caused the guild’s collapse. By
breaking up the twenty-five player raid, the guild was saved, but
it was saved for a bunch of individuals who did not appreciate the
problems and therefore did not believe the step was needed. As a
result, friends that existed before the decision no longer existed
after the decision.

This is similar to the preventative medicine
dilemma. If a person takes a preventative medicine to avoid getting
a cold and does not get sick, does that prove the medicine worked
or does it just mean the person was not going to get sick in the
first place? This was a big discussion with the H1N1 flu. To date,
the flu has been much ado about nothing, having had far less of an
impact than expected. However, the governments of the world have
been very aggressively targeting it and providing immunizations to
help ensure its impact has been minimized. A lot of society will
conclude that there has been a massive overreaction to the H1N1 flu
and that governments inflated the issue. On the flip side, the
governments will tell you that it was their efforts that made the
situation manageable and their actions were justified. We may never
know which group is right, or if it was some combination of
both.

However, being a leader means making that
decision for the good of your society. You have to be willing to
make a decision you believe is right, despite the fact society may
never agree with it and you may never be able to prove it was
necessary.

This might appear contradictory to the idea
of a collaborative leadership approach, but it is not. Rather, it
relies heavily on that approach. The key is that the goal of a
leader is not to be liked (though you hope it happens); rather it
is to be respected. For a leader to succeed, the followers do not
need to like the decisions. They do, however, need to respect
them.

A collaborative leadership approach lays the
foundation of trust necessary for a leader to make unpopular
decisions. By keeping the followers involved in the process and,
more often than not, making decisions they support, the leader is
able to build the respect necessary to make the unpopular decision.
When the time comes, the followers are willing to accept the
decision because they respect the leader and the decision-making
process, even though they disagree with the result.

*****

Performance measurement: We live in a world
of performance metrics. Businesses spend a substantial amount of
money every year trying to determine whether or not a staff person
is efficient or effective. Yet for every metric that is used, there
can be one that is not being used which tells a better story.
Sometimes a company’s best employees do not measure up on the
company’s performance metrics because the value they bring to the
company exists outside the narrow definition of the metrics. A
leader’s ability to adequately assess performance is critical to
overall success because it is one of the most polarizing parts of a
raid or a business. If you want to quickly destroy the morale and
effectiveness of your raid or business, reward an individual for
supposedly strong performance that the other members of the raid or
business believe is undeserving.

When I interview for positions, I tell
prospective employers that they will hire me because I am a good
accountant, but that they will keep me because I am a good
businessperson. I tell them that the true value I bring to a
company is not in how well I do the financial reporting, but in the
support I give the rest of the management team. You can easily
measure whether or not the financial reporting is being done well.
You cannot, however, easily measure how well someone is supporting
other departments because it is an intangible asset. A good leader
is able to recognize the intangible assets of each of their
employees, while the average or poor leader looks at the
performance metrics and nothing else.

A raid leader has the same issues as the
business leader, just with difference performance metrics. As World
of Warcraft has evolved, raid leaders have spent more and more time
trying to determine how to assign performance metrics to their
raiders. Yet for every performance metrics that is created, someone
will always claim it does not tell the whole story and that if you
only rely on one metric you will draw flawed conclusions. It sounds
like the typical damned if you do, damned if you do not scenario
which is where leadership enters the equation. You are absolutely
damned if you do not try to analyze the performance of your players
at all. However, whether you are damned if you do depends on your
ability to analyze the measurements and factor in what is not
available in the analysis to come up with the right answer.

World of Warcraft has two key performance
metrics. The first metric was created very early on in the life of
the game and is called a damage meter. It adds up all of the damage
that a player does during a boss fight. The theory behind the
metric is that the person doing the most damage must be the best
person at doing damage.

While factually correct, the damage meter is
a very flawed metric because it does not provide any situational
information. Imagine if you had a piece of information that told
you how long it took twenty different people to drive from New York
to Los Angeles. Based solely on the information at hand, you would
draw the conclusion that whoever got there the fastest is the best
driver. However, you do not know what type of car each person was
using, you do not know what route each person took, you do not know
when each person went and the traffic they endured, and you do not
know whether any of them are Burt Reynolds with a kidnapped Farrah
Fawcett.

The second metric is a more recent
phenomenon known as gear score. In World of Warcraft, the most
powerful external impact on a player’s performance is the quality
of their gear. As a result, programs were created to calculate the
value of each players gear for comparison. All other things being
equal (which we know is not the case); the player with the best
gear should perform better. Players tend to get extremely
frustrated by this metric because it does not take into account
player skill.

A good example of the negative impact of
this type of metric occurred in 2009 in the sport of swimming. For
the last several years prior to 2009, swimming had become a sport
as much about the science of the swimsuit as it was about the skill
of the swimmer. The issue reached such an extreme during 2009 that
Michael Phelps, who won seven gold medals at the Beijing Olympics
and is a genetic phenomenon, was considered an underdog in races
because he was using an outdated swimsuit and therefore could not
possibly compete with the top swimmers using the new swimsuit.
Instead of evaluating who the better swimmer was, the sport was
fixated on who was wearing the best swimsuit.

In World of Warcraft, a player’s intangible
quality is referred to as their ability to “not stand in the fire”.
The proper name for the ability is situational awareness, which is
the ability to recognize changes in your environment, react
correctly, and in a timely fashion. As a fantasy game, the change
in environment in World of Warcraft is often caused by using fire,
so players who have poor situational awareness are condemned for
not being able to recognize that standing in a fire is probably a
bad thing.

Both the damage meter and gear score are
legitimate and useful ways to evaluate a player’s performance. They
can tell you how a player can or should perform in perfect
conditions standing in one place attacking a boss. However, neither
metric provides you any information about a player’s situational
awareness and whether or not they are going to stand in fires. A
good raid leader must develop this analysis on their own; combine
it with the damage meter, gear score and other intangible metrics
to draw their ultimate conclusions about their raiders.

Successful business leaders need to develop
the same analytical skills. A production manager needs to determine
if the staff person who produces the largest amount of units is
also producing the poorest quality units, or if they do so because
they are telling other staff to slow down. An accounting manager
has to assess whether a staff person is efficient or if they are
not seeing the critical issues.

A co-worker from my first professional job
as an articling student with an accounting firm recognized his own
failings, despite the fact the firm thought he was an all-star. The
accounting firm had a very specific set of performance metrics.
After every audit, an employee would be evaluated on how fast he
completed it, how he interacted with the client, and a number of
other metrics. The co-worker always performed well on the
performance metrics because he was extremely efficient and had good
interpersonal skills; he could charm the socks off a nun.

What the co-worker could not do, however,
was the one thing that an auditor is hired to do in the first
place: find mistakes. I recall a long discussion with the co-worker
where he confided that his efficiency was a function of his
inability to do the job correctly. He could execute the audit
steps, but he could not understand why they were important and once
famously said “I couldn’t find an audit mistake if it walked up and
hit me in the face.” As a result of this internal recognition, the
co-worker decided auditing was not for him and entered the tax side
of the profession where he went on to a successful career.

This example highlights the failure of
leadership at the accounting firm to look beyond their performance
metrics in evaluating the staff person. Yet, it also highlights
that leadership exists at all levels of a company through the staff
person identifying their own weakness and addressing the problem,
despite their being no need from the company’s perspective.

*****

Maximize assets: One of the defining
differences between a strong leader and a weak leader is their
ability to get the most out of their raiders, employees, or
players. In sports, you often hear the comment that a team is
better or worse “on paper” than they are performing. You also hear
the phrase that the sum of the parts is greater or less than the
whole.

Asset maximization is probably the hardest
part of becoming a successful leader. It can also be the most
complex. There are two core parts to asset maximization. The first
part is being able to adequately evaluate an asset’s natural
abilities and then placing them in a position to maximize those
abilities. The second part is being an effective motivator to
ensure that an asset performs to the best of their ability.

Evaluation of an individual’s abilities and
then utilizing those abilities is a significant differentiator
between both good and bad leaders, but also within the leadership
styles of good leaders. A poor leader fails to recognize the asset
that they have. A good leader will recognize the asset, but how
they utilize it is a function of leadership style.

In raiding and in business, the price of
being “the best” is often steep. The incremental price of
sacrificing good people and good practices is not worth the reward
for the majority of raids or the majority of businesses. As a
result, asset management becomes more about maximizing existing
assets than it is about culling the herd and bringing in new
people.

It is this aspect of asset management with
which I want to focus. Specifically, I want to focus on the value
of a loyal raider and a loyal employee. A defining difference
between aggressive leaders and more quality-of-experience-oriented
leaders, as well as between strong leaders and weak leaders, is how
they deal with individuals who are not the best at what they do,
but are loyal. These are the individuals that you know will stay
with you for as long as you are willing to have them and perform
adequately, but not exceptionally. As such, you are always faced
with the knowledge that they could be replaced with a stronger
performer.

An aggressive leader deals with these
individuals by firing them. In the movie Wall Street, where the
mantra’s “greed is good” and “if you need a friend, get a dog” by
character Gordon Gekko, played by Michael Douglas, rule the day,
aggressive raids, or aggressive companies, require performance and
if an individual was allowed to perform below expectations without
being fired, it would undermine the leader’s authority and disrupt
morale of the group. The nature of the organization dictates that
there is no home for this type of individual. Employee or raider
turnover is an accepted part of the industry and loyalty without
performance is worthless, while great performance and low loyalty
is acceptable. As a result, asset maximization is based on
identifying underperformers and replacing them.

You often hear of sales companies who fire
the worst performing salesperson every quarter as a motivator for
the rest of the group. The same dynamic exists with aggressive
guilds in World of Warcraft, where raids will kick out the poorest
performer on a regular basis. This type of leadership can be
effective with the right type of organization, but it would destroy
the wrong type of organization.

These types of “performance at all costs”
organizations tend to be a small section of both raiding and
business. They tend to be a small section because human beings are
not built to run at top speed all the time. There is a price to pay
for the lifestyle and players and workers often get burned out. As
such, it is a small subset of players and workers who are willing
and able to succeed in this environment. Even then, the nature of
the environment leads to turnover. Within the top-end raid guilds,
the turnover of players who leave the game completely is
significantly higher than for the player base of the game as a
whole. As a result, while aggressive companies and raid groups can
exist for the long-term, the workforce underneath the corporate or
raid banner is in constant flux compared to more conservative
companies.

When you look at a typical organization, you
will often run into the situation of a loyal individual who is not
quite where you would like them to be from a performance
perspective, facing you with the decision of how to deal with them.
Based on my experience both in the business world and the gaming
world, I am a firm believer that good leaders find a home for loyal
individuals. If you can find a way to maximize the value of a loyal
employee, while compensating them appropriately for their
performance, the benefits far outweigh the potential costs.
Appropriate compensation is the key issue. No matter what type of
employee or raider you have, if you over-compensate them for the
work being performed, it will create negative morale in the rest of
the organization.

To be clear, there are always individuals
who are just not cut out for a guild, or a company. Sometimes
loyalty is not enough and in those cases letting someone go is
still the right option. However, for those individuals who are good
but not great, you find a home whenever possible.

Having said that, and as important and
valuable as asset maximization is, it comes with one caveat. A raid
or a company’s ability to utilize a loyal individual, who is good
but not great, is a function of the overall performance of the
group. If a raid group was filled with twenty-five loyal but
average performers, the raid group would suffer. Most raids can
afford to prop-up ten-to-twenty percent of the players and still
perform. The same is true in a company. At the end of the day, a
company and a raid have a minimum expected performance level
dictated by their stakeholders, and the ability to support a loyal
employee must be balanced against this level.

*****

My first major experience with a loyal
underperformer came during my days with the industrial safety
company. When I was brought on board, the company’s existing
controller was an interesting character. He was a perpetual
micro-manager who was unwilling to trust his staff to perform their
duties and needed to double-check everything. At the same time, he
was focused on ensuring that the financial books were one hundred
percent accurate. No transaction was too trivial for him to
ignore.

The net effect of these character traits was
that he worked sixty-plus hours per week doing a job that could
have easily been handled in forty. However, these were minor issues
compared to the key negative, which was that he was just not a
“people person.” Every year I worked at the company, we would have
one or two accounting clerks quit the company simply because they
could not stand working with him.

Sounds like a perfect candidate to fire,
right? During my first couple of years at the company, that was my
belief. It was a no-brainer to me that this person should be
replaced with a new controller. However, as I gained more
experience as a professional and gained a better understanding of
company dynamics, I came to realize the company was better off with
this individual than it was without him. This individual was
completely loyal to the company and happy in his position. The
company knew that they could have him as the controller for as long
as they were willing to keep him.

Ultimately, the controller’s loyalty was
worth the price. Replacing an accounting clerk was relatively easy.
You could phone any number of search firms and find an accounting
clerk. On the other hand, replacing a controller was substantially
harder. You needed a much higher level of experience and a much
longer recruitment process. Finding an accounting clerk could be
done in a week. Finding a controller could take six months.
Furthermore, in the accounting world, the controllership position
was considered a move up position for a lot of accountants. It was
the next step in a career on the way to becoming a Chief Financial
Officer. As a result, the company was faced with the question of
maximizing the value of the existing controller, or risking
replacing him with an endless cycle of accountants taking the
position for one to two years, looking to move on to a better
position in time. In the end, it became clear that, despite his
flaws, the controller was an asset to the company.

*****

In World of Warcraft, asset maximization is
a major issue in any mid-level guild. This is because in almost
every guild you have sub-groups of individuals who are real-life
friends. In this context, guilds are more like a family company
than a typical public company. Just as you cannot fire the boss’s
son from a family company without serious repercussions, you cannot
kick out a poorly performing raider from a guild if they are
friends with a number of the other raiders. For a typical public
company, the issue would be similar to dealing with an office
romance. How do you manage one person in the relationship without
negatively impacting the other person?

The substantial relationship dynamics
between World of Warcraft players creates an excellent breeding
ground for asset management skills. A raid leader without the
option of kicking out an underperforming player either learns how
to maximize that player’s value, or watches them cause their raid
to fail.

In the Fluffy Bunnies of Doom, we were faced
with this dilemma every day. In a guild with thirty-to-forty active
raiders, only about one-third of the raid was individual players.
The other two-thirds were linked together in various real-life
combinations. As the raid leader, this left you with the dynamic
where removing one player might very well mean removing five. This
meant that maximizing the weak player was a far better alternative
than removing them only to have four good players leave with
them.

Furthermore, guild members in mid-level and
casual guilds are often very loyal. World of Warcraft is an
interesting game in that you start the game for the game mechanics,
but you stay in the game for the people. As a result, the
underperformer who you would like to remove is often a player that
you know is loyal to the guild and someone you will never need to
replace, if you can find a role for them.

During the first World of Warcraft
expansion, The Burning Crusade, the Bunnies had a number of these
underperforming players. The guild was good enough to push through
the content in the expansion, but the margin of success was very
small. The guild could not afford to “carry” very many players
through the content.

When a gamer refers to “carrying” another
player, it refers to bringing a player to a raid who is expected to
underperform relative to the level of content being attempted and
the other members of the raid. They are not “carrying their own
weight.” If you had a full raid of those players, the raid would
not be strong enough and would fail. In the original World of
Warcraft, the raid size was forty players and it was commonly
accepted that if you had thirty good players, the last ten could be
filled by anyone and you would still succeed. More importantly,
those ten players could not harm the raid so you were quite happy
to fill the spot with anyone. As the game has progressed, the raid
sizes have decreased and the complexity level of the raids has
increased. The net result being that the amount of players a raid
could bring and carry through the content has decreased, while the
minimum level of performance for those players has increased. As
such, a raid leader must ensure their underperforming players are
improving their play.

Fortunately for a raid leader, one of the
advantages that World of Warcraft has over a typical company is the
ease in which you can cross-train raiders. This is the primary
function by which a raid leader can maximize their available
players. Imagine if your company could move an individual from
accounting to engineering to marketing and then to production with
minimal downtime and training. It would make life at an
organization much easier.

In the case of the Bunnies, cross-training
was the key to the guild’s success. The raid had several loyal
players who had real-life friends in the guild, but were not at the
level of the other players. If the guild would have tried to
replace these players, it likely would have caused the guild to
collapse because removing those four-to-five players would have
caused four times that many to leave. Maximizing the value of those
players was a far superior option to removing them.

The first two players were healers who were
consistently the bottom two healers in every raid. They were unable
to perform the job adequately. To deal with the situation, we had
one of the healers change from being a healer to being an off-tank.
The second healer was asked to switch from being one class of
healer to another class that was still a healer, but did so using
very different mechanics. In both cases, the players found that
they were much better suited to the new roles they were given, than
the old roles. They went from being a couple of the worst players
in the raid to comfortably middle of the pack.

The last comment is worth highlighting. In
the majority of cases, managing underperformers is not about trying
to turn them into superstars. Rather, it is about bringing them up
to the average level of the group. If you can do that, you have
successfully addressed the situation and integrated the asset at a
level where they are of value to the organization.

Another player was an underperforming tank
while yet another was an underperforming DPS. The tank was asked to
switch to a DPS class and the DPS was asked to become a healer. The
net effect of all of the changes was that all of the original roles
were being filled, but by different people. In essence, the raid
had shuffled the deck. In each case, the individual performed their
new role significantly better than they had performed their old
role and the raid became significantly better, despite having the
same players.

The last example I want to highlight from
the Bunnies is an example of an underutilized asset. Asset
maximization is not just about making poor performers better. It is
also about ensuring good performers are utilized. In World of
Warcraft, there are ten different character classes and in a raid
you want a fairly balanced distribution of those classes. If you
think of each class as a company department, just as you would not
want a company full of accountants, you would not want a raid full
of only one class. During The Burning Crusade, the Bunnies faced a
dilemma where they ended up having excess Warlocks. As a result,
one of the potential raiders could not raid with the group and they
were being wasted. Once again, this was a loyal guild member with
several real-life friends in the guild.

Having them excluded was not the answer. To
address this, the raid asked the player to create a new character
and helped level the character from level one to the maximum level
as quickly as possible so that they could come to the raid. By
changing characters, the player went from being an unused asset to
a valuable member of the team.

In a company, shuffling the deck is not as
easy because the higher-up in the organization you progress, the
lower the ability to move exists, due to the skill specialization
and experience necessary to perform the roles. As such, moving
individuals to different positions is primarily done to address the
loyal worker bee. In that case, position movement is usually very
viable between the various administrative positions and low-level
positions in each department.

At the higher levels, asset maximization is
about pulling managers out of their specific roles and utilizing
them where and when they can help the company. The Chief Marketing
Officer might prove invaluable in product development planning
meetings or the Chief Financial Officer might have great insight
into sales strategy. Where most high level assets get underutilized
is in companies where departments are viewed as silos and
cross-departmental interaction is low.

 


*****

 



CHAPTER
6


LEADERSHIP SKILLS: SIDE B

 


Be self-aware: As was initially brought up
in the leadership characteristics chapter, self-awareness has both
an internal component, which is the ability to evaluate one’s own
strengths and weaknesses, and an external component, which is the
ability to analyze how others react to you. It is the latter aspect
that we are discussing in this chapter, as it is the aspect that
lends itself more to a skill that can be developed through proper
training, despite the fact that some individuals have an inherent
knack for the ability.

The external part of self-awareness requires
the ability to look at others and determine how they perceive your
strengths and weaknesses. This is the more critical component of
self-awareness because it forms a much greater component of how you
interact with others, how they interact with you, and whether or
not they are willing to follow your leadership. If you cannot
understand what reactions you are eliciting in others, you cannot
adequately manage their perceptions and create the level of trust
and respect necessary to succeed.

Do you project an aura of confidence, or an
aura of arrogance? Are you charming, or are you manipulative? Are
you humorous, or do you lack focus? Are you a quiet person, or do
you save your comments for when they are most important? Reading
others is a very subjective process. The mechanics that go into
analyzing body language, vocal tone, controllable and
uncontrollable responses are very hard to quantify. Because the
mechanics are so intangible, those who come by it naturally often
refer to it as their gut feeling or intuition. It is only with
significant training that one can translate the reactions of others
into specific analysis. Even then, you still require your
experience and judgement to turn the analysis into an
interpretation. Body language will tell you someone is upset or
lying. What it will not tell you is why they are upset or lying.
That comes from experience and professional judgement.

One of the critical parts of external
self-awareness is the understanding that you can have internal
strengths or character traits that may not be interpreted correctly
by others. Confidence in a person’s abilities is one of these
strengths. Confidence is a side effect of self-awareness.
Individuals with strong self-awareness, and therefore a good
understanding of their strengths and weaknesses, tend to be
confident. If you are comfortable with your belief in your
abilities, or lack thereof, you are going to be confident in taking
on those tasks within your limitations. On the flip side, you will
have a much better idea when you are in over your head. Confidence
is generally a great skill to have. However, confidence is a very
hard character trait to impart in a first impression.
Unfortunately, more often than not, confidence is initially
perceived as arrogance.

Avoiding the appearance of arrogance is a
key aspect of self-awareness. Arrogance is broken down into two
distinct types. The first is an inflated belief in one’s abilities:
where an individual’s opinion of their skill level exceeds their
actual skills. This is the type of arrogance you are trying to
avoid projecting in a first impression. The second type of
arrogance is how you project your skill level. An individual can
still be arrogant, despite having an accurate perception of their
skills. These individuals are the “look at me” crowd who bask in
their own glory and expect you to recognize their greatness. In
contrast, humble individuals are quietly skilled and generally
group or team-focused, rather than internally-focused.

I have spent my entire career dealing with
the problem of how to create a good first impression without
appearing arrogant. Practically speaking, the difference between
confidence and arrogance lies is how often you succeed or fail.
People who believe in themselves, but then fail to back that belief
up with performance, are arrogant. People who believe in
themselves, and succeed, are confident. However, when you first
meet another individual, they lack the history with you necessary
to assess the validity of your confidence level. To a new person,
you have achieved nothing and, therefore, it is far more likely
they will perceive your confidence as cockiness or arrogance, than
they will that it is confidence. Convincing someone that you are
confident and not arrogant occurs over time through your actions
and your successes. Unfortunately, you do not always have that
opportunity to change that opinion over time because you do not get
past the first impression.

Imagine meeting an individual for the first
time. Imagine that they tell you that they can take your car and
drive it down the local highway at twice the speed limit without
being in any danger. You would probably think they are a little bit
crazy, but if nothing else you would consider them pretty arrogant.
Now imagine you are meeting them for the first time, but you have
been given a biography and it tells you the person is a Formula One
driver. Suddenly their statement does not seem so unreasonable.

The previous example addresses both aspects
of arrogance. The statement evokes the first aspect of arrogance by
creating the perception the person’s confidence exceeds their
abilities. It provides an example of the second aspect of arrogance
because the statement is an unnecessary outward “chest-thumping” of
the person’s abilities. Even though a Formula One driver is
perfectly correct in stating they could drive your car at high
speed, to actually do so without it being brought up first in the
discussion would be arrogant.

The key to trying to balance confidence
against arrogance lies in maintaining a healthy level of humility.
Just because you have a strong belief in your abilities, does not
mean that you should broadcast it regularly. This is why you hear
of quietly-confident people, but you never hear of loudly-confident
people. Humility also ties in with the discussion on being fallible
and admitting mistakes. A leader needs to project an aura of being
one of the gang, humble, and capable of making mistakes, even if
they do not believe they are.

Does this mean confidence is a bad character
trait? Absolutely not, confidence is critical for success. It just
means that a person needs to be cognizant of how their confidence
is perceived by others and manage it accordingly. Confidence allows
people to maximize their performance. Confidence drives individuals
to attempt things that they otherwise would not. As well, there are
an innumerable amount of books on the power of positive thinking as
confidence is often a self-fulfilling prophecy. If you believe you
are going to succeed, you increase your chances of actually doing
so. What the discussion does do is highlight the complexity of
self-awareness. A leader needs to recognize that they are confident
and that confidence is a strength. Yet, they also need to be able
to recognize that confidence may be perceived as arrogance by
others and therefore a weakness. Managing each situation is
critical in order to create long-term success. Now you can
appreciate why accountants just stare at their shoes when they talk
to other people. Much simpler!

*****

Back to external self-awareness and an
analogy for it. I had a rather humorous discussion with one of the
guild leaders in the Fluffy Bunnies of Doom. The leader believed
that I was unaware of a negative undercurrent with certain guild
members and that I needed to be informed of the situation. The
leader was trying to help me with my external self-awareness
because he thought I was neglecting it. I responded to the advisor
by outlining each member of the guild whom I had detected had an
issue with my leadership, and why. The players I outlined included
every player on the advisor’s list. This came as a complete
surprise to them and also confused them. If I knew these players
had an issue with my leadership, why was I not addressing it?

This takes us back to the discussion on
making the unpopular decision. At the time, the majority of players
in the guild who had an issue with my leadership did so because
they had a higher estimate of their own abilities than my
assessment. They were upset that I was not seeing their greatness,
despite the fact it did not exist. However, the job of a leader is
not to support a follower’s inflated self-worth; it is to achieve
the goals of the stakeholders. This requires maximizing the
performance of the individuals which often means letting them know
where they stand. Sure the players were upset, but they were still
attending raids and trying to prove me wrong. As a result, they
were performing better than they would have been if I was placating
their egos and telling them they were superstars.

The lesson from this analogy is the reminder
that it is a leader’s job to succeed and that does not necessarily
mean keeping everyone happy. External self-awareness is what
provides a leader with the ability to determine whether an unhappy
follower is hindering or helping performance, and how they need to
be managed. Sometimes, the right answer is to let a follower be
unhappy. After all, there is almost always that one raider or one
employee who “needs” to be upset at something or someone, no matter
what you do.

You can compare the situation to the effect
of the annual review process at a company. Certain raiders had been
given feedback that their performance was not up to par and that
they had deficiencies that needed to be addressed. Just as an
employee is going to be upset when they discover their boss thinks
they have room for improvement in areas the employee does not, so
did these players. However, you cannot improve a raider or an
employee by providing positive feedback one hundred percent of the
time. Constructive feedback is a necessary part of performance
analysis and leadership, even if parts of it are negative.

The cases of the annual review and the
player performance highlight another complex issue, which is that
individuals do not really want negative feedback. People love to
get a pat on the back for a good job, but generally avoid negative
feedback. If you perform an annual review with a staff person and
provide nine positive comments to go with one negative comment,
they will fixate on the one negative comment. However, negative
feedback necessary. Understanding your relationship with your
followers is critical to providing that feedback in a constructive
manner that will allow for positive change, rather than just
creating resentment on their part.

*****

In contrast, a senior officer in of one of
my previous companies was an example of an individual with limited
self-awareness. The officer was what we often refer to as “book
smart.” He had an MBA and understood leadership at a theoretical
level, but lacked the experience to appreciate the finer nuances of
leadership necessary to succeed. He failed to appreciate that you
cannot simply follow steps in a book in order to get your staff to
appreciate you: each situation is unique and needs to be treated
that way.

The board of this company appropriately
believed that it was extremely important for the officers to bond
with the other employees and create relationships beyond those
mandated by the organizational structure. It was important for the
officers to circulate and build a rapport with the staff, rather
than just staying in their offices. The officer in question tried
to address this by attempting to interact with the staff “by the
book.” Rather than creating a profile of each staff person and
tailoring an interaction to each one, he treated everyone the same
based on what he believed appropriate interaction was supposed to
be (and probably read about in Forbes). As a result, the officer
would walk up to an employee, slap them on their back, ask them how
their day was going, and talk about their job. In do so; he
believed he was having great success in bonding with the employees
in the company.

In reality, he was scaring the daylights out
of half the staff. The staff did not understand why he was talking
to them. Some of the staff were very shy and uncomfortable having
an officer talking to them at all, while others were distrustful of
his motives because his actions seemed so unnatural. Worse, by
talking about their job and creating suggestions, he imparted a
belief on the staff that the tasks they talked about were critical
and priorities were changing, when, in fact, he was just trying to
make small talk.

One of the company’s staff was a foreign
national. His English skills were adequate for the job, but he was
shy and uncomfortable carrying on a long conversation. He was a
great employee, but he was anything but a social butterfly. His
preference was to come into work, sit at his desk, do his job, and
go home. It would not be unusual for him to go an entire day
without saying a word outside of e-mails and instant messages. My
interaction with this staff person was to wave goodbye to him every
day when he left the office. The level of interaction was not
because I did not want to talk to him, that I did not respect him,
that I did not like him, or anything else. It was because I
recognized he was shy and if he wanted to open up to me, he would
do so on his own schedule. By having the limited interaction we
did, it told him I was available if needed. It was the proper level
of respect for that individual.

Now imagine a boisterous and outgoing
officer walking up to this same person, invading his personal
space, slapping him on the back, asking him about his day, and his
job. It was a nightmare for the staff person and he genuinely
feared the officer. The officer had failed to develop an
understanding of the staff person and utilize external
self-awareness to create an appropriate level of interaction. He
was so focused on following his step-by-step process and doing what
he thought he was supposed to be doing, he failed to monitor what
affect it was having on the staff person. As a result, in his
efforts to create a bond, he ended up created further division.

The critical component of this dynamic is
that it is the leader who needs to adjust to their followers, not
the other way around. A leader needs to be a chameleon to succeed.
How you approach one individual can be completely different from
how you approach another. If you are incapable of recognizing the
image you are projecting on others, and how they want to be
treated, you are destined to pave a very long road to hell despite
your good intentions.

One of the unfortunate downsides of
leadership and doing what you believe is correct, is that it often
comes with little or no positive feedback to let you know you are
succeeding. Generally, you have to soldier on and trust yourself
that you are doing the right thing. Sometimes you do get positive
feedback and it provides you with a reminder of why you took on the
responsibility in the first place. I went to lunch with an
ex-colleague from the company in the previous example roughly a
month and a half after departing. Afterwards, I went back with them
to the company to say hello to the staff. I specifically did not
walk up to the quiet staff person out of respect for our previous
relationship. I did not want to make him uncomfortable if he did
not want to see me. After all, I was the ex-employee and would have
been invading his space by approaching him. While I was in a
different room, the quiet staff person approached me, shook my hand
and welcomed me back. It was the most outgoing action I had ever
seen from him and that little gesture created an immense level of
pride. It was a little piece of positive feedback along with being
a reminder of the importance of external self-awareness and that
creating the proper interactions with your followers is critical to
your success.

*****

Be one of the best/work the hardest/be
respected: At the end of the day, the number one reason that
someone chooses to follow a leader is the belief that the leader
will bring them successes and rewards they could not get on their
own or with someone else. Instilling this belief in others is
rarely likely to succeed unless the leader is one of the best at
what they do and one of the hardest workers. As a result, these
skills are baseline skills of a leader. You likely cannot succeed
as a leader without them. Being one of the best at what you do is
probably the most obvious leadership skill. It is socially
ingrained in us as we grow up through seeing the best performers in
sports, professions and academics promoted to leadership positions.
A person can be supremely driven to be a great leader, but if they
lack the underlying skill level necessary it still will not happen.
Leaders set the bar for everyone else. If a leader has a habit of
taking nights off or does not work as hard as they could, it rubs
off on the followers and the overall performance level of the group
drops.

Part of the process a person goes through in
evaluating a leader is to imagine themselves in the position of the
leader and asking the question of whether they would be better or
worse off if they were in the role. If someone believes they are
more capable of leading than the current person in power, it is
only a matter of time until they try to replace the person or move
on to another organization. As such, it is critical that the leader
be credible in their role. A leader’s performance of their job as a
member of the group tends to have a direct correlation on the
credibility as a leader. The longer the history of success that a
leader has, the more likely existing and new followers are to
support the leader’s decisions. On the other hand, if the leader is
underperforming, followers are more likely to question decisions
and strategies.

In World of Warcraft, performance is on
display for everyone to see. As a result, a leader’s performance
can be analyzed by every player. Moreover, a leader’s role can be
reasonably understood by each player. While a production floor
employee may have no idea what constitutes good performance in a
president, every World of Warcraft player can identify whether
their raid leader is an effective tank, DPS, or healer. As such,
they can create a baseline of credibility for the leader by
assessing their performance. If a player is excellent at the
performance of their own character, players are more likely to
listen to their suggestions. If a player is incapable of performing
on their own, any suggestions they have tend to fall on deaf ears.
Furthermore, player’s can perform the analysis very quickly as the
results of their performance are known almost instantaneously.

*****

Where this instant credibility is most on
display in World of Warcraft is through pick-up groups or “PUG’s.”
When a player joins a PUG and the raid struggles, invariably
everyone starts to lend a voice to why the raid is failing. The
voices that end up rising above the crowd and being listened to are
either players with existing credibility because of guild/character
name, or players who have performed the best so far. In both cases,
credibility is a function of perceived game skill. A player who is
performing in the middle or bottom of the pack is dismissed out of
hand.

In business, the same linkage of performance
to credibility is true. Unfortunately, it is harder to gauge the
performance of a business leader and the time required to do so can
be much longer. A business leader’s decisions can take months, or
even years, before the results become apparent. As such, in the
business world, poor leaders are more likely to stay in power and
create issues for their company long after they should have been
replaced.

*****

Being the hardest worker is an internal
motivation that will help a leader become a success. In fact, it
tends to be part of the motivation that drives them to a leadership
position in the first place. However, where being the hardest
worker has its primary impact on other individuals is in the image
it creates of the leader. A leader needs to be a role model for
their followers. If the leader is unwilling to put in the time to
succeed, it is unlikely that the followers will as well. In World
of Warcraft, running a raid takes a substantial amount of planning.
The raid leader must spend hours outside the raid analyzing and
developing strategies, planning long-term goals, and analyzing
performance. While the other raiders do not need to put in nearly
the same level of time to help the raid succeed, the raiders do
benefit from doing work outside the raid, through bettering their
character and reading up on the leader’s boss strategies. The
amount of effort the other raiders put into both is usually in
direct correlation to the effort of the raid leader.

In business, the effort of the top employees
filters down to the staff. A staff person is not going to be
motivated to put in the extra hours to get a critical job done if
their boss is leaving the office at 4:30PM. A leader needs to
create the aura that they are willing to do whatever is necessary
to succeed: creating the image that they are willing to go the
extra mile and that they can be counted on in a crunch.

At the same time, anything taken to an
extreme is usually detrimental and hard work is no exception. There
is a limit beyond which hard work can become a detriment. A leader
needs to be a hard worker, but that hard work cannot result in
unreasonable expectations, or the perception thereof, on the
followers. If a leader is willing to put in an excessive amount of
hours, there has to be a delineation of expectations.

In the accounting world, firms are known for
their old school values and the perception that hours worked is a
critical measure of success. In general, it is an accepted part of
the profession. However, there are those individuals who go beyond
working the baseline extra hours to an unreasonable level. When I
worked in the industry for the now departed Arthur Andersen (I left
before Enron, I promise), there was a manager with the firm that
all of the junior staff thought was going to work himself to death.
To this day, I have not seen a single other person who has
maintained the workload of this manager. This was great for the
firm’s revenue stream, but it was terrible for employee morale. The
problem was that the manager had become the model manager of the
firm. He was the favourite of the partners and the one the partners
suggested everyone else should strive to emulate.

What the partners failed to recognize was
that this manager was creating more harm than good for the firm.
Very good staff members left the firm at regular intervals and
their reason for leaving was “I do not want to be Mr. Roarke” (I
needed a replacement name. Somehow Fantasy Island seems
appropriate. The Plane! The Plane!). The employees in the firm had
determined that if the price of success was working the kind of
hours the manager was, they did not want to continue in the
firm.

By putting the manager on a pedestal, the
firm turned a great worker into a liability. Whereas, if the firm
or the manager made it clear this person was going above and beyond
the call of duty, they could have held him up as a role model to
inspire the staff, while removing the expectation of having to
match his performance: the difference in perception being directly
attributable to whether the extra hours the manager was putting in
beyond the norm were truly considered extra work by a hard worker,
or the expected contribution required to succeed.

Another aspect that is critical to
maintaining the image that you are willing to do whatever is
necessary to succeed is that you forfeit the right to complain
about the work. A president gets the greatest rewards for success
which creates an expectation or belief that they should also be
paying the biggest price for that success. At one of my previous
companies, the president used to complain regularly about how hard
done by he was, that he was working harder than he ever expected in
taking the position, and how unfair that it was. The effect on the
staff was demoralizing. If a president believes the task at hand is
too hard, what should the staff think? A similar concept is the
societal idea that rich people should not complain about anything
because no matter what is happening to them, they are still rich.
No matter how hard done by a president is, they are still the
president and any staff member would happily switch positions with
them and take their salary.

Overall, you can see how being successful at
what you do and working the hardest at it to succeed are beneficial
leadership skills. At the same time, you need to actively manage
the image you are presenting to ensure the leader is being
developed as a role model, rather than creating an unreasonable
expectation on your followers. You want your followers to strive to
achieve the success and effort you put in without causing them to
believe it is required of them.

*****

Be selfless: Is your goal the success of the
organization or your own personal success? Can you be happy with
your success if those around you are failing? A critical aspect of
teambuilding and team management is presenting the image that you
genuinely care about the success of the group. It helps
significantly if it also happens to be true!

Selflessness is an important driver of group
motivation. Followers feed off the example of their leader. If the
leader is selfish and only “looking out for number one,” the
followers will notice and react accordingly. In most cases, this
will result in decreased motivation, causing the overall group to
underperform. If the leader is selfless and puts the team first,
the followers are more likely to do the same, leading to greater
success.

In World of Warcraft, there are a number of
different aspects which allow the leader to present a selfish or
selfless image to the group, including character choice, loot
decisions and attendance decisions.

The first aspect of being selfless in the
game is character choice. As discussed in chapter two comparing
raids to companies, a raid is made up of tanks, healers and DPS.
Beyond these three primary responsibilities, each class has a
sub-set of special abilities that make the raid better. Thus, the
synergy of a group is maximized based on having at least one of
each type of character that brings a different synergy. In other
words, a raid where every DPS spot was held by a Rogue would
perform worse than a raid that had one of each different type of
DPS. Variety makes the raid stronger.

The synergy offered by each class, and the
value of that synergy, is an ongoing evolution in the game. As a
result, different classes become strong or weak and the raid
balance changes based on what you have. A raid leader is
responsible for ensuring that an adequate balance of each type of
synergy exists to maximize the raid. However, recognizing that a
need exists and having an available player to fill it are two
separate issues.

As a result, raid leaders often have
multiple characters or create new characters to fill voids in the
raid group. Rather than trying to find a new player to fill a void,
or asking an existing player to change responsibilities, the raid
leader will choose to take on the new responsibility. In this
fashion, the raid leader will selflessly play whatever role is
necessary to help the group succeed.

In my case, this is the reason that I have
played a Mage, Priest, and Druid over the original version of World
of Warcraft and the first two expansions. In the original game, I
was able to play my character of choice, the Mage, because it was
the period when we were building up our raid group and could
recruit any deficiencies.

When the first expansion, The Burning
Crusade, was launched, the game was modified such that Shadow
Priests went from being practically non-existent in raids to being
a critical component of raid groups. At the same time, the size
limit for raids had dropped from forty players to twenty-five and
the Fluffy Bunnies of Doom had a surplus of Mages from the
forty-player raid roster. Recognizing the raid need, I created a
new character and levelled a Shadow Priest to be my main character
through The Burning Crusade, rather than asking or forcing one of
the other Mages to change.

When the Wrath of the Lich King was
announced, our raid size changed again. This time our raid size was
reduced from twenty-five players to ten. As well, the expansion had
once again modified the skills of the various classes. The net
result was that it became clear that a Shadow Priest was not a
critical priority for the new group, though it would have still
been of use, and that a DPS Druid, known as a Moonkin, was the
missing ingredient best suited to balance the group. As such, I
levelled another new character to be my main raider throughout the
Wrath of the Lich King.

In a perfect world, I would have remained a
Mage through all three versions of World of Warcraft. However, the
need for change existed and as the raid leader, it was important to
act and lead by example. Changing characters as needed created an
environment of selflessness which helped encourage similar
behaviour in the raid group.

With the evolving changes to the game and
changes in player personnel, someone is regularly required to
change roles for the benefit of the group, be it a change in setup
of their existing character, or the development of a new one. If a
raid leader is unwilling to be selfless and change roles, they
cannot expect their raiders to do so.

In a business environment, similar issues
arise regularly in growth companies, or companies that have
experienced a high level of turnover. Businesses regularly require
their leaders and employees to step outside of their traditional
roles in order to fill gaps and ensure the success of the company.
Leaders that show a genuine interest in the company as a whole, and
the success and well-being of all departments, rather than just
their own, create a positive environment that improves the overall
team.

The second aspect of selflessness in World
of Warcraft is in loot distribution. In World of Warcraft, loot is
the performance bonus for successful raids. Loot also has a
positive impact on future performance and, as such, a raid benefits
from maximizing its use. However, only a few pieces of loot drop
per boss defeated, which results in loot decisions being the most
hotly contested decisions of a raiding guild.

In order for a raid to maximize loot
benefits, the raid leader or leaders need to have discretion over
the distribution. This requires a significant level of trust on the
part of the other raiders, which is why most loot systems revolve
around players getting their “fair share,” rather than doing what
is best for the group. It is a significant step to convince raid
groups that loot discretion is in their best interest. If raid
leaders are given the discretion to hand out loot, the process
needs to be above reproach. If raid leaders are selfish and award
themselves, or their friends, an unreasonable level of loot, they
will quickly lose the ability to do so or they will lose raiders
who become unhappy with the decision-making process.

If a boss creates a performance plan that is
designed to clearly benefit them at the expense of other employees,
they are likely to create dissension in the ranks and lose
employees. Alternatively, if a boss is actively working towards
ensuring their employees are rewarded for their performance, they
will create a positive team environment. Employees will reward a
boss that goes to bat for them and will punish a boss that only
looks after their own agenda. As you can see, the process behind
loot distribution is very similar to allocating performance bonuses
in a business. The process is discussed in greater detail in
chapter eight.

*****

The last example of selflessness in World of
Warcraft ties to raid attendance. Most raid groups require a roster
of roughly forty percent over the size limit for the raid in order
to ensure they have a full roster on any given night. As a result,
a raid will regularly have extra raiders and a raid leader must
determine who will get to attend and who will have to sit out.

In this case, it is important for a raid
leader to ensure that roster decisions are based on performance,
rather than personal relationships. If a raid leader shows a bias
towards including players more often than they deserve because they
are friends, it can create a negative environment. On the other
hand, if a raid leader is fair and unbiased in their allocation of
raid time, it keeps the raid group positive and on task. A raid
leader can further enhance this process if they go so far as to sit
themselves out on content where it is not critical they attend. By
taking their fair share of time on the bench, a raid leader creates
a positive bond with the raiders and a group-first focus that helps
to drive success.

In World of Warcraft, participation is a
positive event in most cases. You reward players by allowing them
to participate and penalize them by sitting them out. In business,
participation can be positive or negative. Positives can include
participation in special projects, events, committees, or groups.
Negatives can include participation in work nobody wants to do,
such as the year-end inventory count. If a manager is seen as
avoiding negative work, or actively engaging in positive work
without spreading it out to their staff, they can create
dissension.

A good example of positive participation
relates to event tickets that have been received from suppliers or
businesses that work with a manager’s company. If the manager
consistently receives event tickets and uses them personally, they
potentially create a negative reaction in their employees. On the
other hand, if the manager regularly passes those tickets down to
the staff for their use, they create a positive environment.

An example of negative participation comes
from my days as an auditor. During the slow part of the auditing
season, the firm picked up a client asking it to perform a very
unpleasant form of data collection and analysis for which
accountants are not trained. The work was absolutely miserable and
upsetting for all of the staff involved. Even worse, the firm had
summer students helping to perform the work. Summer students are
university students who the firm is, in theory, trying to impress,
so that they will accept full time positions when they
graduate.

After two days of the work, one of the staff
finally got fed up with the process and got into a very heated
discussion with the manager in charge about how inappropriate it
was for the staff to be involved in this type of work, and that it
was creating a horrible environment for the summer students. An
hour later, the manager returned to inform the staff person that
they could head out to a client and “hide there” to avoid doing the
work and leave it to the other staff.

At this point, a selfish leader would have
accepted the reprieve and moved on. However, if the other staff
discovered what had happened, they would have lost faith in that
person, or resented them. In actuality, the staff person refused to
quit performing the unpleasant work and told the manager that as
long as the firm was going to force other employees to do it, they
would continue. The next day, senior management in the firm finally
recognized the dissension the work was creating and cancelled the
contract. By standing up for the staff, rather than just
themselves, the staff person created a level of trust and respect,
rather than a level of resentment.

In the end, selflessness is about creating
and motivating the team. A selfish leader is likely to end up with
a bunch of individuals working for individual goals. They might end
up with a group of people but they will not end up with a team. A
selfless leader can create a team-first environment, resulting in a
focused group targeting the same goals. When players and employees
work for each other first and themselves second, you maximize the
opportunity for success.

*****

Be a strategist: What is the big picture for
your organization? What is your business plan for making your raid,
or your company, different from everyone else? A leader can have
every other skill listed previously, but if they are incapable of
developing an appropriate battle-plan for their company, or their
raid, they will ultimately fail.

Where strategy is unique from the other
skills is that it is rarely an individual effort. Rather,
successful raids and successful companies develop their strategies
through the collaborative effort of their top advisors. Unlike
character traits and most leadership skills which must be inherent
in a leader to a certain degree, a leader does not necessarily need
to be a strong strategist, so long as they surround themselves with
the appropriate advisors.

This takes us back to a leader’s ability to
understand their strengths and weaknesses. A strong leader will
recognize whether or not strategy is a core competency they bring
to the table. If it is not, they recognize that they must bring in
an appropriate set of advisors to fill that hole.

One of the most successful raid leaders I
have had the pleasure of raiding with in World of Warcraft was an
Australian by the character name of Troubles. What I found most
intriguing about Troubles was that he was an emotional leader,
rather than a cerebral leader. Troubles could always rally the
troops, keep everybody motivated, and keep morale high. However, he
could not create a boss strategy to save his life. Troubles
excelled at his character, but he failed to appreciate the nuances
of the other classes which left him deficient in the strategy
department. As a result, the extent to which he described a boss
fight was to yell at the raid to “heal strong” (I am still unsure
what healing strong means or alternatively what healing weak would
be) and “don’t f*&^%@ die” (poetry was not Troubles strong
suit). If this had been the extent of the raid strategy and he had
surrounded himself with a group of followers, his raids would have
failed miserably. However, Troubles kept a strong group of advisors
and strategy-oriented players who developed the strategies for him,
ensuring the raid operated effectively. By balancing his emotional
leadership and inspiration with advisors who could lay out the
strategies, the overall group was organized to succeed.

Developing a strategy is all about creating
a game-plan for your organization. A company’s business plan is
what differentiates it from others. A leader’s ability to
disseminate the plan to the employees, so that they execute the
plan correctly, is what differentiates a successful company from an
unsuccessful company. The best group of individuals in the world
will still fail at a business, or a raid, if they are all working
towards different goals or different expectations.

*****

Be able to communicate: The next skill for a
successful leader is communication. If a leader cannot communicate
their objectives to their followers, they are destined to fail.
Efficiency and effectiveness come from good communication skills.
Inspiration comes from leaders with great oratorical skills.
Ensuring that the entire team is working together and for a common
goal comes from being able to articulate what those goals are and
how you want to achieve them.

Communication skills are one of the most
analyzed of all leadership skills. Programs and courses abound,
such as Toastmasters and Dale Carnegie, on how to turn an average
communicator into a good communicator, and a good communicator into
a great communicator. The defining difference between a brilliant
mind and a brilliant leader is how great of an orator they are.
Some of the most defining moments in history are not events, but
speeches. Communication drives inspiration, and inspiration drive
success. Whether you are the leader of a guild, a company, or a
country, your power to communicate and inspire can be the
difference between success and failure.

I recall an analogy from my tenth grade math
teacher (yes that was a looong time ago). The teacher asked the
question “if you put fifteen mentally-challenged students in a room
with fifteen exceptionally intelligent students and asked a random
person to walk in and identify which was which, could they do it?”
The point of the question was that there is a certain point after
which the truly gifted cease to act in a way society considers
standard. They cease to care about appearance because it is
irrelevant to them. They do not use social niceties in
communication because it is unnecessary. They are introverted and
their communication skills are minimal, or they talk on a level
that a typical person simply cannot comprehend. The net effect
being that everyone in the room would appear to be acting in a
similar fashion to the outside observer and be indistinguishable.
While the analogy was somewhat cynical in nature, the point did hit
home. If you are unable to communicate what you are doing or what
you want done, the brilliance, or lack thereof, of what you are
trying to achieve is lost.

An illustration comes from
my family. My cousin is a professor of pure math. He is
exceptionally brilliant at what he does. We know this because we
have been told it is true. In reality, no one in our family
actually knows what he does. When he was doing his Ph.D. thesis and
we asked about it, we were basically told we could not understand
it, so it would be pointless for him to try and explain it. While
the response might have worked for our family members, imagine
standing in front of a group of potential donors for a research
grant at your university, and telling them they cannot possibly
understand what you are going to work on with their money. Imagine
if Stephen Hawking announced he had discovered new insights into
the universe, the big bang, and black holes, but rather than
writing A Brief History of Time
for the world to understand them, he told us it
was over our heads. What would we think of him today?

In both business and raiding, effective
communication is critical because of the numerous moving parts in
an organization. If individuals are left to their own devices to
execute plans, they will invariably create conflict and
inefficiencies. If an organization is to be maximized, the
leadership must create a specific plan of action and communicate it
down to each layer of individuals so that it can be executed.
Proper strategy and communication can often overcome a weak
fundamental group by maximizing their potential, whereas poor
strategy and communication can cause even the best group to
underperform.

*****

Be able to manage relationships: The last
leadership skill for discussion is relationship management. It has
been held until last because it is the culmination of many of the
skills and character traits that precede it. At the end of the day,
each and every individual under a leader’s watch will have their
own special set of idiosyncrasies and quirks that require unique
handling by the leader. All of the work done by a leader in
understanding their followers, creating a business plan, and
communicating it will be for naught if the followers decide they
dislike the leader and refuse to work with them.

Relationship management has a heightened
emphasis in World of Warcraft because of the ease in which raiders
can move guilds. If you do not like your guild leader, there is
nothing stopping you from quitting the guild and finding a new
raid. With the ongoing creation of guilds and raids, there is
always another raid waiting to welcome you with open arms.

In the business world, a leader might very
well upset or demoralize an employee, but the employee will likely
still perform their duties. At the very least, they will perform
their duties until they find another employer because until that
point in time, the employee has a vested interest in doing their
job despite their disdain for their boss. The employee needs to
collect a paycheque and they need to maintain a positive résumé. It
is a lot easier and more professional to explain to a potential new
employer that you have continued to perform adequately, despite a
lousy work environment, than it is to try and explain that the
reason you have performed poorly is because your last boss was a
complete tool.

One of the common misconceptions in looking
at relationship management is the idea that everyone must like a
leader, or that if everyone likes a leader it will result in
success. Quite the opposite is true. You would be more likely to
find a successful company or raid where everyone hates the leader,
than a successful company or raid where everyone loves the leader.
The reason for this is that success in any organization requires
sacrificing certain personal goals for the greater good of the
organization. Success also requires acknowledging, and growing
from, failures and mistakes, rather than ignoring them. The leader
is the person who creates this environment and therefore is a
lightning-rod for discontent when the environment puts an
individual at odds with what they would prefer to do.

Now this is not to suggest a leader should
go out of their way to be disliked. Rather, a leader needs to
recognize those critical moments where making the right decision is
more important than making the popular decision. A leader needs to
recognize those times when they have to be the bad guy for the good
of the organization. At the same time, this is another example of
all things in moderation. While you can have a successful
organization with everyone disliking the leader, an optimal
organization will lie somewhere between complete disdain and
complete admiration. Relationship management allows a leader to
recognize when they have pushed their followers too far and to
successfully balance the benefit of making a decision against the
cost of decreased morale. This, in turn, highlights the fluid
dynamics of leadership. What is the right decision for an
organization at one point in time may not be the right decision for
that organization at a different point in time, let alone being the
right decision for a different organization.

At the basic level, what relationship
management is really about for a leader is not that your followers
like you, but that they respect you. At various points in time, a
staff person, or a raider, can fear their leader. They can even
hate their leader. They can think their leader is a jerk. But as
long as they continue to respect their leader and believe that
leader will lead them to success, they will stay. A leader has to
walk the line and be able to recognize when pushing a player any
farther will cause them to lose their respect for them and become
ineffective.

In the Fluffy Bunnies of Doom, I previously
mentioned that the guild split up the twenty-five player raid into
three separate ten-player raids. As a result, there became a
requirement for three raid leaders instead of the previous one. The
difference in leadership styles between two of those raid leaders
highlights how different styles of relationship management can
impact success.

In the guild’s top group, the raid has a
very specific set of expectations. It is an aggressive raid and
players are expected to perform at the top of their capabilities.
They are expected to own up to mistakes and to be called out for
failure. They are expected to learn quickly from mistakes in order
to turn failure into success. The priority of the raid is
progression, socializing is secondary. Many raiders would not want
to be involved in that style of raid, or with that style of leader.
They would get upset the first time they got called out for
failing, quit the raid, and would dislike the raid leader. In
contrast, the players in the actual raid do not get upset at the
raid leader when they fail. They get upset at themselves and they
focus on improving. As a result, the raid is a success and performs
at a high level.

On the flip side, the raid leader of the
third raid runs an extremely friendly raid. Everyone gets along.
The priority of the raid is socializing with friends. The
progression of the raid is secondary. In this raid, not only is no
one usually exposed for making a mistake, but the raid leader will
deflect criticism by claiming that a player did not actually screw
up, rather that it was the raid leader’s fault for not explaining
the requirements of the encounter correctly. As a result of this
environment, you generally have a very happy set of players. While
the raid is not progressing as quickly as it could, it is
progressing at a pace that works for the raiders in it. As such,
the raid leader is meeting the expectations and desires of his
followers.

If you look at both raids, you would call
one raid a success and one raid a failure. Which raid you
considered the success or failure would be based on your own
internal desires in playing the game. If a player from either raid
took their mindset and goals from one raid to the other, they would
hate the new raid and consider it a failure because it is so
different from their expectations. Yet in reality, both raids are a
success. They are a success because each raid has different
priorities and are achieving those priorities. The raid leader of
each raid has evaluated the needs of his specific raid and managed
the relationship with the raiders to create a successful
environment.

The two raids highlight how relationship
management ties together the other leadership characteristics. Even
though the two leaders are leading in very different ways, they are
leading in the right way for the goals of their individual raid.
They have evaluated their own goals and the goals of the raid, and
created a game plan for success based on those goals. The game plan
dictates how that leader needs to act to motivate his or her
followers.

The last point is a great ending insight on
leadership characteristics and leadership. It highlights why you
cannot lead a group based on a pre-determined set of steps. As much
as you can, and should, learn about critical leadership
characteristics and the skills you need to have in order to lead,
how you lead will be determined on a case-by-case basis based on
the unique needs, wants, and goals of your group. Even though the
characteristics are the same, there is no one right way to lead and
every person will develop their own leadership styles as they gain
experience.

*****

The leadership skills listed across the
current and previous chapter are substantial in number as well as
significance. Leadership takes a significant number of diverse
skills and the listed skills are by no means exhaustive. As with
leadership character traits, it is significant to note how the
skills that are of value as a leader in World of Warcraft are of
value in the business world. When you look at the breadth and depth
of leadership skills that are developed in World of Warcraft, it is
apparent that there are very few extracurricular activities that
can match, let alone exceed, those found within World of Warcraft
or other massively multiplayer online games. World of Warcraft is
truly a breeding ground for leadership.

 


*****

 



CHAPTER
7


WHAT’S IN A NAME?

 


In the real world, everyone knows the power
of branding and names. When you see the names Oprah, Madonna,
Apple, Manchester United, or the Yankees, you have an instant
recognition and reaction to the names and the brand attributed to
them. In the internet world and in online games such as World of
Warcraft, the power and emphasis surrounding a name reaches another
level. Names reach a new level of power online because of the
anonymity inherent in the system. An individual on the internet is
a name change away from wiping the slate clean and creating an
entirely new personal brand.

In both the online world and the real world,
people are constantly looking for ways to analyze other individuals
and gain an understanding of them. This occurs at both a conscious
and subconscious level. An individual’s options at their disposal
to gain an understanding about another individual are a function of
the available information.

If you take a look at a typical person fresh
out of college, or university, looking for an entry-level position,
their personal brand is defined by their experience. Their name has
minimal impact on the process because they have yet to develop a
reputation in the community. At this stage of a person’s career,
the available information to evaluate their personal brand comes
from the individual’s résumé and through interviews. A person’s
name is of little value because it is a tag created by their
parents, not themselves.

In an online environment, players also have
no history when they begin. When a player begins a game such as
World of Warcraft, they create an online persona through picking
their character and their character name. At that moment in time,
the player has a completely blank résumé. They are a newborn baby
in the virtual world. Due to the absence of character history, a
character’s name takes on an integral part of their personal brand
immediately, compared to in real life where it is developed over
time. As we noted, individuals evaluate others based on the
information available to them. In the absence of any other
information, a player’s name takes on an increased role in their
personal brand. As a result, how one goes about selecting their
character or guild name can be critical to their future
success.

*****

As an individual builds their personal brand
and develops a reputation for themselves in the business community,
their résumé becomes less and less important compared to that
brand. A person can be hired or disqualified for a position purely
based on the relationships they have built and the personal brand
they have developed. At that point in their career, their name will
have become synonymous with a level of performance and the
likelihood of a résumé or interview changing that perception is
diminished.

The point in a person’s career where their
name begins to carry more weight than their résumé will vary
greatly from person-to-person. It can occur overnight, or it can
take years. It depends on how much effort an individual puts into
developing their personal brand, the opportunities presented to
them, and the preconceptions of their environment.

If you look at an individual like Oprah
Winfrey, you can see how her personal brand developed over the
years. In the early years, Oprah Winfrey became a household name
and was synonymous with being an excellent talk-show host. As her
career progressed and she took over more of her business empire,
Oprah itself, with no last name, became a household name and it
became synonymous with being a shrewd businessperson. As her skills
and experience evolved, so did the brand the Oprah name
represented.

Part of successfully managing a person brand
is ensuring that you understand what defines your personal brand
throughout your career. Failure to understand what is driving the
decision-making process of others can, and often will, lead to
unforeseen circumstances.

My first experience with personal branding
provides an example of losing control of your personal brand, or
misunderstanding how others perceived your brand. As previously
discussed, an individual fresh from college, or university, is
traditionally evaluated based on their résumé and interview skills
because they have not yet developed a personal brand. However,
there are exceptions to every rule and it turned out that I was an
unwitting one.

In the accounting world, the recruiting
system is relatively regimented. All of the accounting firms attend
the major universities during a recruiting week and hold interviews
with those students they have selected from the pool of résumés
submitted by the students. For ninety-nine percent of the
accounting students, this process works perfectly fine and there is
no unique effort involved. In my case, however, it would prove to
be a problem.

You see, my father was also an accountant.
At the time, he was a tax partner with one of the “big six” (now
the big four) accounting firms in the world. While we recognized
that this would create complications, we failed to understand how.
My father took the noble, if in hindsight foolish, attitude that he
wanted me to succeed or fail on my own. Rather than make his
presence felt through the recruiting process, he wanted to stay on
the sidelines and let me go through the process with the same level
of anonymity as a typical student. The theory was that if he was
not involved, I would obtain or not obtain job offers based on my
own merits, versus getting a job simply for being the son of
another accountant.

We naively believed that I would be
considered a typical student with no pre-established personal brand
and therefore would be treated like the rest of the students. What
we failed to appreciate was that, like many industries, the
accounting field was incestuous enough that I already had a
personal brand, and that brand was being the son of a tax partner.
It turned out that the other recruiters were well aware of who I
was, and more importantly, who my father was.

Unfortunately, what we were not aware of was
that there was an unwritten pre-established protocol amongst the
firms to deal with this process. The recruiter for my father’s firm
should have “primed the channel” for my entrance. They were
supposed to contact the other firms, let them know I was available,
and that they supported me in the process. Because this never
happened, the other accounting firms, in essence, blacklisted my
résumé. From their point of view, logic dictated that if my
father’s firm was not willing to let them know I was going through
the process, I must have lacked their support, and the support of
my father. If another firm were to hire me, they would be hiring
someone my father’s firm expected to fail and there was no reason
for them to take that risk.

As a result, I learned the hard way that
someone’s personal brand is an ongoing evolution and it can be
developed, for good or for bad, without your control. I also
learned that if you misunderstand your personal brand, you can make
decisions that seem logical and positive at the time, when, in
fact, they are detrimental to your career.

Fortunately, I would not be here if the
previous scenario had completely derailed my career, though it very
well could have. I was lucky, however, in that I received a second
chance. I was able to get an articling position through a smaller
accounting firm and began to develop my own personal brand to
replace the existing preconceptions. Eventually my own career came
to stand on its own merits and my career went back to being that of
a typical accountant. Nonetheless, the lessons of that exercise
have resonated since that time and awareness of my personal brand
and managing that brand is an ongoing process.

*****

In World of Warcraft, new players rarely
appreciate the significance their character name has on their
personal brand when they first create it. This is because players
new to the game with no past MMORPG experience rarely appreciate
how much the game parallels real life and how much their gaming
experience will be dictated by their interactions with others. When
a player first starts the game, they are playing by themselves or
perhaps with a few real-life friends. It is not until later that
they begin to group with others and discover the social dynamics of
the game.

Without the expectation of external
evaluation, most players select names driven by some internal
interest. In World of Warcraft, naming yourself after an existing
fictional or real-life person is very common.

World of Warcraft was launched at the height
of Lord of the Rings mania. As a fantasy game, it appealed to a
significant portion of the Lord of the Rings audience and, as a
result, characters from those movies became very popular choices
for character names. Every server in the game was inundated with
Night Elf hunters, which is the game equivalent of a bowman, who
named themselves Legolas or some leet speak derivation thereof.
Though the name may have made the individual who selected it very
happy while they were playing the game by themselves, or with their
real-life friends, they would soon discover it was a very poor
choice in the grand scheme of the game. Having a name that was
obviously stolen from a currently popular movie, combined with it
being used by thousands of other players, did succeed in getting
you noticed, but for all the wrong reasons. Pretty much anyone
going by the name Legolas was universally shunned in the game, due
to their lack of creativity and for being a “fanboy”.

A fanboy is a term for someone who supports
a certain hobby, movie, etc. to an unhealthy extreme and is
basically blinded by their devotion. To use an obvious extreme, a
fanboy of the flat Earth theory would continue to promote and
believe it to be true, despite all empirical evidence to the
contrary.

In the context of naming a character
Legolas, the derision of being a fanboy is that the person clearly
cannot think for themselves and therefore they could not possibly
be good at the game. While there are, to this day, still a
substantial number of characters that use some derivation of the
Legolas name, it is extremely rare to find the name in a raiding
guild. Rather, the name is restricted to those players primarily
playing on their own and/or younger players.

With all of this discussion on the
importance of a name, I must have obviously spent a significant
amount of time deciding how and why I wanted to name my characters,
right? Wrong. History and hindsight have taught why the value of a
name is so critical, but I was as naive as the next person when I
began the game. My history with World of Warcraft was that of the
typical player. I got into the game to play with some real-life
friends and when I started the game I had no idea that I would end
up interacting so significantly with other players, that I would
end up joining a guild, or that I would ultimately end up being a
raid leader with dozens of players looking to me for leadership. I
was just killing time with the boys and my character names
reflected that.

When you factor in the online world, I have
been named three times in my life. The irony is that the first two
times a genuine effort was made to recognize the power of personal
brand and the critical value of an effective name, while the third
time was effectively an accident. Yet it was the third name proved
to be the most powerful and effective. Nonetheless, all three
processes provide insight into the concept and importance of naming
and personal brand.

Naturally, the first name I was given was my
real-life name on or around the time of my birth. I have to admit
my memory is a little hazy from that period of my life, so I am
going mostly off of hearsay. When I was a teenager, I had a
discussion with my parents about my name and I asked them “why did
you name me Kirk?” I was expecting one of the typical answers of
“it was popular at the time,” “we really liked the name,” or
something similar. Instead, the answer would surprise me, both in
the rationale, and in how utterly it failed.

You see, my parents were very sensitive to
the impact a child’s name would have on their development. Perhaps
it was the fact they were parents in the era of Johnny Cash and the
song “A Boy Named Sue” (look it up on YouTube, you will not regret
it... At least as long as you are not a boy named Sue).
Nonetheless, when they considered baby names for their son, they
specifically looked for names that could not possibly be a source
of amusement or derision. While an honourable pursuit, I laugh to
this day because there is no such thing as a name that children
will not find a way to make fun of, if that is their objective.
That is just what kids do.

In my case, it did not take much effort.
What my parents could not foresee was how history and the English
language would change. Captain Kirk of the starship Enterprise
existed when I was born, but the movies had not yet been made and
the Trekkie, Trekker, Trek something, phenomenon had not yet begun.
To this day, referencing Captain Kirk is still the easiest way to
explain to people what my name is. Invariably, when my name is
spoken people hear Curt, or even Chris, instead of Kirk, and it is
easier to say Captain Kirk and accept the association, rather than
ignore it. On the derogatory side, the term jerk entered the
English vocabulary not long after my birth and Kirk the jerk became
a very easy insult. At least I deserved it every once in
awhile...

The interesting thing about a person’s first
name is that there really is no right answer. While it is your
name, you have not chosen it. As a result, in ninety-nine percent
of the cases, a person’s name is just a label to identify them. It
is the reason why people end up with nicknames. A nickname
personalizes someone to their character traits, while their name is
attributable to their parents.

There are, however, many wrong answers to
being named. I count my blessings that my parents were not hippies
and I was not named Moonbeam, Rainbow, or some other
equally-creative name. In this case, your name does create a
personal brand through the trickledown effect. If your parents were
willing to name you something very unusual, they must be crazy and
you must be crazy by association. So while you cannot really gain
value from your name, you can lose it.

The second time I was named was when I first
entered the virtual world, back in the era of message boards before
the internet. This was the first time I had to name myself and
therefore the impact of the name became much more important. In the
online world, everyone knows that the character name a person has
is by their own design. Thus, it is a window into their
personality.

At the time of creating my first online
persona, I was still a young high school student and my thought
process was still very internal. I wanted a name I thought was
cool, whether or not it made any sense to anyone else. I placed a
significant emphasis, and spent a lot of time, trying to come up
with a name, but it was done for my internal value, rather than
based on how it would impact those with whom I would interact. In
the random logic of a teenager, I decided I wanted a name that was
unsubstantial, similar to how Prince (this was the ‘80’s after all)
had changed his name to a symbol. Eventually I would settle on
“TheHex” as my first online persona. There was no space in the name
because the message boards required one word logins back in the
day.

In my warped teenage mind, TheHex was
exactly what I was trying to achieve. A hex was something
unsubstantial. Hexing someone would have a different meaning to
each person who thought about it. In the end, it proved to be a
good name, not because of the hidden meaning, but simply because it
was different. It was easily identifiable and therefore
memorable.

Ironically, the meaning behind it ended up
being lost on pretty much everyone. It was always assumed it was
some derivation of hexagon. As such, at this point in my history I
had been named twice with a reasonable amount of forethought, yet
neither name had accomplished what it was set out to do.

I would keep the name TheHex throughout my
online life up to and including the beginning of World of Warcraft.
Over the years, I ended up dropping “the” from the beginning so
during my Starcraft days I was known simply as Hex. As a message
board poster or an individual player in StarCraft, Hex was a
relatively innocuous name that served the purpose of identifying
me, but no further. It avoided the pratfalls of a fanboy name like
Legolas, but it did not add any value, as it did not provide any
insight into my character.

When I started World of Warcraft, I
continued the tradition of naming my characters Hex. However, on
the server on which we participated, the name was already taken and
I ended up with a character named Hexus, which to this day is a
terrible name. Hexus was my first character and if it had not been
for the fact that hunters in version 1.0 of World of Warcraft were
not particularly enjoyable to play, it might have been my last.
Fortunately, that was not the case and my third name was born.

One of the aspects of World of Warcraft is
that there are a lot of items that need to be carried around,
bought, and sold. As a result of this, almost all of the players
eventually create additional low level characters to carry excess
inventory they do not have space for on their main characters.
Characters above and beyond a player’s main character are generally
known as “alts” which is short for alternate character. The
characters whose sole purpose is to simply carry inventory have an
additional specialized name. They are referred to as “mules” based
on a pack mule.

When I created my first mule, I had to come
up with a name. Little did I know at the time, the importance of
the name I would choose and the lessons it would teach. Since the
character was designed to be a mule with no interaction with other
players, rather than an active character, I decided to pick a silly
name instead of a serious one.

I have been very fortunate in my life to
have a group of real-life friends that have been together for
decades. Most of us met in high school and have been close ever
since. Back at that time, we were your typical young computer
geeks. We frequented online message boards and we played Dungeon’s
and Dragons, for which I am sure my friend’s wives are laughing at
me for admitting, and for which my friends are probably getting out
a rope to lynch me. One weekend in high school, a good friend of
ours was having a particularly bad night because he had gotten in a
fight with his girlfriend and needed a good laugh. It was on this
night that the original Zippy was born.

In order to cheer up my friend, I created
the most outrageously incompetent character I could think of in
Dungeon’s and Dragons. The premise of the character was that they
believed they were an amazing warrior, when in fact they had
stumbled upon their success through dumb luck. Hmm, reminds me of a
few business people I know. As part of the creation, the character
needed a ridiculous name and characteristics, so we called him
Zippy the Dragon Slayer and made him a four foot tall Halfling.

In the end, the group of friends had a
hysterical evening that grows with every telling, like a
fish-that-got-away story. As a result, Zippy became a sort of
alter-ego and a bit of a running joke with the group of friends,
such that whenever we had a similar night where someone needed
cheering up, I would just “act like Zippy” for the night, which
mainly meant being as incompetent and goofy as possible in whatever
the night’s events were, to cheer up the friend in need.

The long and the short of all of this was
that when I created my mule character and needed a name, I decided
to name the character Zippy the Dragon Slayer in homage to that
history. One of the races in World of Warcraft is the gnomes, which
are also four feet tall, so I was able to create a virtual version
of my old alter-ego. The only problem was that the game does not
allow nearly as long a name as Zippy the Dragon Slayer, so the
character name was shortened to ZippyTDR, which ultimately create
its own story previously discussed in the leadership chapters.

All of the above would have been irrelevant
except that at the time ZippyTDR was created, only two of my
real-life friends were playing World of Warcraft. Shortly
thereafter, several more would choose to buy the game and we all
got together for a game weekend where the new players wanted
everyone to play and level together from scratch. In order to play
together, the three of us who already had characters had to begin a
new level one character. Rather than creating a new character, I
simply decided to play ZippyTDR since the friends involved would
appreciate the name. I quickly discovered that the character, which
was a mage, was more enjoyable to play than my hunter and Hexus was
put on the shelf. Through a long and winding road, my online
persona had changed from Hex to Zippy and it had happened basically
by accident.

This all leads into the power of having the
“right” name. To this day, I do not believe that I would have had
the same success in the game playing Hexus as I did playing Zippy,
simply because of the impact the Zippy character name had on other
players.

In the chapter on leadership
characteristics, we highlighted the impact of World of Warcraft
being an anti-alpha male society. We also highlighted that a leader
in World of Warcraft needs to be a collaborator, appear egoless,
and be one of the guys. The first step that a leader can take in
building that rapport is through their choice of name.

A player’s name has a major impact on their
first impression because of the fact they have chosen it
themselves. This makes it an expression of the person and their
character traits. As a guild or raid leader, you want to make sure
the character traits exhibited by your name are those you want to
portray to your guild.

The first type of name, which was addressed
previously with the Legolas discussion, is the fanboy name. This is
the process of naming your character after someone or something
else that already exists. While a player’s devotion to a particular
person, character or game may be admirable, it presents a negative
impression to other players who find it unoriginal, fanboyish, or
lacking creativity. As a result, you rarely see a raid leader with
a name that is not distinctly their own.

The largest pool of player names are those
names that mean nothing to other players. They identify that player
as an individual, but do nothing else. This type of name is what
most regular players should strive to achieve. The reason is that
the average raider wants to develop their personal brand as quickly
as possible based on their actions in the guild, rather than trying
to address a label created by their name.

The type of name that creates the most
reaction, either positive or negative, is the character trait name.
These are names that provide you an insight, whether intentional or
unintentional, into the person behind the name. Whatever character
trait is exhibited by the name has a direct impact on other
players’ opinions of that person.

On the negative side, character names that
are especially narcissistic or alpha-male based like Iwin or
Phearme will likely create a barrier to becoming a leader because
the player base is not looking for that type of player. The game is
about collective effort, not individual performance, and a leader
will not emerge if they are focused internally. If a player’s
character name causes the player base to perceive them as
self-absorbed, they will not follow that player.

A good example of the impact of a character
trait name, and the unintended consequences of a poorly-thought-out
name, was a fellow guild member named “Gunville”. The guild member
was a middle-aged, married father of two and probably one of the
nicest, most passive people you will ever meet. However, the fact
he chose to put “Gun” in his character name was off-putting to a
lot of players. The kneejerk reaction was that this must be some
young kid who did not know any better and was trying to look tough.
It took a long time for the player to overcome the stigma of his
character name. The ironic part of the whole process was that this
was an example of an actively thought-out name causing the wrong
reaction. Gunville’s in-game character was a hunter which, as
previously I noted, is the archer class. In World of Warcraft,
however, there are both bows and guns. It turned out, the name
Gunville was a representation of the characters weapon of choice
and was not intended to be a character trait name at all.

Where a good leader should find their name
is on the positive side of the character trait name. Developing a
character name that elicits a reaction favourable to your
objectives can have a significant impact on your ability to
succeed. A leader’s name should project as many of the positive
leadership characteristics as possible, without collapsing under
that effort by being too obviously a manufactured name. In other
words, a name like The Sidekick would create an interesting
positive effect, but Jimmy the Humble, or Jimmy the Listener, would
create a negative effect because they would be recognized as
blatantly pandering to the other players.

While the Zippy character was an accident
when it was originally created, some of the ideas behind the
original character over a decade ago were why the character
succeeded and was ultimately an excellent name choice for a
leader.

*****

The chapter on leadership characteristics
discusses the impact of key character traits on leadership. The
quality of a leader’s name is in how many of those characteristics
the name can project. Ultimately, it is up to a leader to prove
those characteristics exist through their actions in order to
continue to keep the raiders they attract, but the leader’s name is
invaluable in attracting and recruiting the players in the first
place. After all, a great leader who has no one to lead is not a
leader.

Self-deprecating: The Zippy name was clearly
intended to be self-deprecating. When it was originally created,
the name was chosen for comedic effect. The same effect exists
today and anyone who sees the Zippy name can draw the conclusion
that “this person can laugh at themselves,” therefore they are
unlikely to take themselves too seriously.

Accessibility/approachability: A humorous
and self-deprecating name creates an aura of accessibility. Other
players are far more comfortable striking up a conversation with a
player named Zippy, than a player named DramaQueen.

One of the guys: To this day it amazes me
how easily the Zippy characters are accepted into new groups and
allowed to voice their opinion. The Zippy name seems to exude a
“one of us” feel.

The anti-alpha male: World of Warcraft is a
game. The last thing any player wants to do during a game is get
into a confrontation with someone else. Well, other than to kill
them in player versus player of course... When a player sees a name
like Zippy, they are not expecting to find an alpha-male,
aggressive player who is likely to create a hostile
environment.

The over-riding theme from the
characteristics is that the Zippy character name puts other players
at ease, which makes sense since it is similar to the original goal
of the name, which was to cheer up an unhappy friend. Having a
character name that makes other players instantly comfortable
allows a player to make an impression. A strong character name is
the bait on the hook to open doors into other players so that you
can make a lasting impression.

Be memorable: Getting a foot in the door is
not worth anything if the other players forget who you are twenty
minutes after the group disbands. There is no real physical
interaction in the game. You cannot wear a corduroy tuxedo to a
business meeting or spill wine on the president’s wife. Wait a
minute...

Be memorable in a positive way: That is
better. Getting a foot in the door is not worth anything if the
other players forget who you are twenty minutes after the group
disbands, or if they remember you for all the wrong reasons. While
your actions will be the primary reason you are remembered, a
memorable character name can be the difference between a positive
experience being remembered or forgotten by another player.

This is where the innocuous or forgettable
character name breaks down. Having a nondescript name avoids the
potential for a negative reaction, but it also increases the
likelihood you will not be remembered. As a raid leader, being
remembered is critical because you are always trying to increase
the visibility of yourself and your guild, so that you can recruit
other players when needed.

The Zippy name is inherently memorable
because of its self-deprecating nature. It is a name that makes
other players smile and, as a result of that positive reaction, it
makes them remember.

While it is important to emphasize the value
of a name and how much you can benefit from a well-chosen name, or
be hindered by a poorly-chosen one, at the end of the day, a name
is just a name. It can help open doors and it can help you create
your personal brand, but it will only succeed to the extent there
is truth behind it. Players treat your character name as an insight
into your character and the value in that only exists if it is
accurate. If a hyper-aggressive authoritarian selects a
self-deprecating name, it will only be a matter of time before
other players recognize the player’s true nature and treat them
accordingly.

The last part of a player name and personal
brand is consistency. You will recall from the introduction that
all of my character names have remained Zippy, but the suffix
changes with each of them. ZippyTDR was the original character and
was followed up by ZippyTSP and ZippyTM. Typically, players will
name each of their characters differently. However, this should not
be the case for raid leaders. A good raid leader is always trying
to build their personal brand. Creating two, three or four
different brands is not constructive. Not to mention that creating
a strong impression on a potential recruit is of little value if
they cannot find you online. The president of a company would never
go to a conference where they are trying to be noticed and give a
speech using a pseudo name and neither should a raid leader.

*****

The value of a strong name in World of
Warcraft is not limited to the player. As we have discussed, the
core reason for developing a character’s personal brand as a raid
leader is to create brand awareness for the guild, enhancing the
guild’s opportunities for recruiting excellent raiders. As such, a
guild’s name is as critical to developing the guild brand as the
names of the players in the guild. The most creative and
influential player name will be of little consequence if your guild
is named the Miley Cyrus All-stars.

Just as with a character name, the goal is
to create a guild name that evokes the character traits that you
hope to have in your guild members. Certain styles of players are
drawn to certain styles of guilds and the name of the guild can be
a window into that style.

If I told you that three guilds on my server
were named Eternal Reign, Go Big or Go Gnome and My Little Pwnies
(they were in fact all real guilds) and that one of the three
guilds was the top raiding guild on the server, you would probably
have no problem selecting the right answer. Of the three names,
Eternal Reign clearly stands out as the most serious name. The name
evokes entitlement and knowing nothing else about the guild but the
name, you would expect them to be pretty serious raiders.

Other top guilds on the server had similarly
focused names such as Legions and The Coalition. The names evoke a
focus on raiding. You would not expect a legion of casual
family-friendly players. You would expect a coalition of players to
exist for a greater purpose.

Perhaps the best guild name on the server
for a guild of reasonable quality was the guild Overrated. This was
a great name because it implied the exact opposite of what it said
and it screamed “nobody respects us, we are better than you think.”
This name was destined to draw in players who wanted to prove the
guild name wrong. Players who thought they were underappreciated in
their current guild were going to be drawn to Overrated. On the
downside, however, players who thought they were strong players
when, in fact, they were not and were being disrespected with good
reason, were still going to be drawn to the guild.

Typically, bad guilds with bad guild names
do not last very long and are therefore not memorable. This tends
to make any long-lasting guild with a poor name stand out. The
guild holding that mantle on my server was called Centered. This
guild name evoked traits such as self-absorption, narcissism and
self-promotion. The guild had long been nicknamed Self-Centered,
which they naturally accepted as a badge of honour. Despite being
the ugly duckling of the server, the guild had existed for the
better part of five years and continued to succeed. It did so
because there was a legitimate need for that type of guild. The
attention-seekers and narcissists of the server were drawn to the
Centered guild like moths to a flame and somehow, they all managed
to co-exist. The success of Centered is a reminder that there is a
place for everyone and it is simply a matter of finding the guild
or company that fits with your personality. The success also
highlights that the Centered name is not, in fact, bad. Rather, the
name works because the guild is built around and attracts players
with character traits that match those inherent in the Centered
name. The fact other guilds would avoid those players simply makes
Centered different, but not wrong.

By far the largest segment of World of
Warcraft’s raiding community lies with guilds who are trying to
find that happy balance between real life and gaming. As a result,
the majority of new guilds try to promote themselves as
casual-friendly and family-oriented. The Fluffy Bunnies of Doom
fall into this category.

When I first joined the Fluffy Bunnies of
Doom, I did so very specifically because of the guild name. I
thought any guild willing to call itself the Fluffy Bunnies of Doom
could not possibly take itself too seriously and could not be a
hardcore guild playing the game till they fell asleep at their
computer every night. The name suggested a more friendly and
relaxed atmosphere, and that the guild members would be a good fit
for my friends.

Over the years the Bunnies have grown into
one of the most stable, long-lasting guilds on our server, and it
became the family-oriented, casual-friendly guild that its name
implied. While you cannot tangibly quantify the impact the name of
the guild had on its evolution, there is no doubt it was a major
factor in the guild that it would create. The name created a
natural filter to help exclude those players who would not fit in
with the guild chemistry before they ever applied. Even at the
height of the Bunnies success, when the guild was consistently in
the top ten guilds on the server, the type of players who applied
to the guild did so for the friendly guild environment and not
because of the raiding success. The net result has been an
extremely stable guild filled with mature individuals, many of whom
are married with children. As well, the Bunnies are one of the few
guilds that can claim they have not had to recruit in over three
years.

A guild’s name is the equivalent to a
company’s name and it is understandable why large companies spend
millions of dollars on new company names when there is a breakup of
business units or change in ownership. Just as a guild name helps
filter out inappropriate guild members before they apply, so too
does a good company name filter out inappropriate employees or
investors. One of the major changes in investment markets over the
past ten years has been the creation of environmental and ethical
funds. You can be certain that those funds get a far different
demographic of applicants than the typical investment funds based
on their name.

*****

In both the analysis of a character name and
guild name we have highlighted how choosing a name to imply a
certain set of character traits or brand image helps you make a
connection with your target market, while at the same time helping
avoid those who are outside of it. However, often times in
business, it is just as critical to try and expand your market as
it is to narrow it. A product that is a moderate success by hitting
one target market could be a resounding success by hitting several.
A product name needs to be effective across all potential markets,
not just one.

The title of this book is an example of
trying to hit has many potential markets as possible. A goal of the
book was to broaden the marketplace: to create something that would
help non-gamers understand the value inherent in a game like World
of Warcraft. By clearly linking in the sub-title the synergy
between World of Warcraft and real-world skills, it puts the book
on the radar screen of the business community and educational
institutions, along with the spouses and parents of gamers who are
looking to gain an understanding of what happens when their
spouse/child heads off to the computer for the evening.

On the flip side, if the book was called
“World of Warcraft: More Than Just a Game,” it likely would never
reach a market outside of the World of Warcraft player. There would
have been nothing to differentiate it from a gamer book and suggest
that other audiences should consider it.

Finding the balance between creating focus
and risking brand isolation can be the difference between success
and failure for a company. A poorly-conceived company name or
product name can vastly restrict the market for a product and turn
a potential success into failure.

*****

One of my previous companies was founded by
young tech-savvy entrepreneurs who saw most technology as cool and
edgy and therefore took the same approach to their company. When it
came to the company name, the founders wanted something edgy and
“extreme” that showed their aggression and desire to be the best.
One of the founders had a background in motorcycles and racing so
they selected the name “BlackLine” for the company. As I was
informed during my time with the company, BlackLine stands for the
mark in the pavement that a tire makes when a race car or
motorcycle is turning a corner at the maximum speed possible
without losing control. Choosing that as a name implied the company
was going to ride that fine line between aggressiveness and losing
control. It was a very interesting image and gave some insight into
the mindset of the founders. However, it had zero effect on the
company.

If I had not told you what BlackLine was
intended to stand for, you likely would not have figured it out on
your own and neither would any of BlackLine’s customers. The cool,
edgy name the founders believed they had created was, in essence,
an inside joke. It was something for them to appreciate but had
little or no value to their customers and vendors because they did
not know what it meant.

I highlight the BlackLine example because it
is a common mistake in naming companies, products or characters. It
was the same mistake that I made in choosing the character name
TheHex. When one comes up with a name, it is critical that the
target audience understands the name, not that the person creating
it does. Having an insightful name with a great story is
meaningless if no one is ever going to understand it or realize it
exists.

While the company name did not achieve its
desired effect, it was a minor mistake because the perceived name
was fairly generic and therefore did not negatively impact the
company. Another example from my past would create a substantial
negative impact and it was based on the name of a product.

The product in question was a GPS tracking
device. The GPS market was first created by navigation companies
such as Garmin Ltd. and TomTom International BV. The first products
were created to get individuals from point A to point B. The second
generation of GPS devices were tracking devices. Instead of asking
the questions “where am I?” and “how do I get there?” provided by
navigation devices, tracking devices asked the question “where are
you?”

In the tracking market, the low-hanging
fruit, and therefore first targeted market, was vehicle monitoring.
Tracking devices give you the ability to monitor your vehicle in
real time and track it in the event of a problem. Vehicle
monitoring serves two primary markets. The first market is vehicle
security or monitoring the vehicle itself. The second market is
personal security, safety and awareness. This entails utilizing the
device in the vehicle to monitor the person using the vehicle.

Want to know if your spouse is stuck in rush
hour? Check their GPS tracking device. Want to know if your teenage
child has gone to the mall like they promised? Check their GPS
tracking device. In this market, the tracking device is focused on
peace of mind. It exists to ensure that your loved one is where
they are supposed to be and that they are safe.

When the company set out to name its GPS
tracking device, it focused on the vehicle security aspect and it
wanted an edgy, cool name. It looked for a name that young techies
and vehicle junkies would appreciate. The company settled on
calling its device the “Snitch”. Uh oh...

Was the name Snitch edgy? Absolutely. A
young man would probably proudly say he had a Snitch on his
motorcycle. Does the name Snitch have a logical meaning? You bet.
It implied that if anyone stole your vehicle it would be there to
snitch on the thief so you could recover it. Was it the wrong name?
Yes. It was the wrong name because the company’s goal was not just
the young techie and vehicle junkie market, but the broader market
as well.

For a minute, take away the young techie and
vehicle junkie market and focus on the broader market that was
necessary for product success. Focus on the huge second market for
the product which was personal security, safety and awareness. Ask
your teenage child if they would allow you put a device in their
vehicle so that you can make sure that they are safe and you can
watch out for them. These days most teenagers would say yes.
Today’s youth live in an “always on” society and are far less
concerned about privacy than other generations.

Now ask your teenage child if they would let
you put a Snitch in their vehicle. Suddenly, Snitch no longer
implies it is there to catch thieves. Snitch is there to spy on
your child. You are not looking out for your child’s safety and
giving yourself peace of mind. You are spying on your child,
waiting for them to do something wrong. That is what a Snitch is,
right?

GPS tracking devices are a great invention.
They are becoming more and more common every day and I firmly
believe that within five-to-ten years every vehicle produced will
come with a tracking device as standard equipment linked into each
vehicles computer system. However, to date, GPS tracking devices
have faced an uphill battle for acceptance because of society’s
fear of being spied on or watched. The altruistic benefits that
come from being able to monitor your assets or family members, and
the peace of mind in knowing they are safe, have not overcome the
negative perception that the devices will be used for nefarious
purposes. This moral struggle is appearing more and more in society
as technology creates products that can be used for many different
purposes.

If you have a product that has multiple
uses, some of which are negative, or at least perceived to be
negative, how you name and market the product becomes even more
critical. The last thing that you should want to do is highlight
the negative connotations of a product, and in choosing the wrong
name can do exactly that, even if it was not its intent.

The last comment is another important
lesson. Names mean different things to different people. Whenever
you are creating a name for a product, a company or a guild, you
are well-served to float the options across as wide an audience
base as possible before making a decision. What one person
perceives as the obvious interpretation of a name may be completely
different from the interpretation of another person. The key here
is not falling into the trap of believing that you represent the
typical consumer and therefore your view of the world will be
widely held.

*****

The last example of the power of a name
comes from one of the biggest news events of 2009, the swine flu or
H1N1 flu. I had the lovely experience of getting my swine flu or
H1N1 vaccine. Here in Canada, there had been a finite supply of the
vaccines. As a result, our government rolled out the immunization
program in stages. The first wave of eligible people was expectant
mothers and children under five due to their weakened immune
systems along with lawyers, which I assume was due to them being
swine and therefore at higher risk of infection. I kid. Mostly.

What is interesting about the H1N1 outbreak
is the very fact that it is now the H1N1 outbreak and rarely
referred to anymore as the swine flu. This is not a coincidence.
Rather, it is another example of the power of a name. What makes
the H1N1/swine flu example so intriguing is it highlights the
impact of someone or something else’s poor name hurting your name
or product. It is hard enough coming up with a strong name for
yourself, without your image being hindered by someone else’s
name.

The swine flu has morphed into the H1N1 flu
because of the pork producers of America lobby. I have no idea what
the proper name of this lobby is, but I would like to think that
they are the Pork Producer Interest Group because then their
acronym would be “PPIG.” Anyhow, PPIG very aggressively lobbied the
US government to stop calling the H1N1 flu the swine flu. The
PPIG’s reasoning was that all of this talk of swine flu would have
a significantly negative impact on consumer opinions of pork
products, and that the pork industry would be devastated. The
PPIG’s were concerned the general public would perceive a
correlation between eating pork and getting the swine flu, despite
scientific evidence to the contrary.

The swine flu name had managed to put fear
into an entire industry. A simple, technically-correct name,
created by an unwitting scientist, almost resulted in the creation
of an economic crisis. Even worse, we might have run out of bacon.
Sorry to all you vegans out there, but everything is better with
bacon. All of this leaves us with the lesson that it is not only
the names that we create that are critical to success and should be
focused on, but that the names of those that impact our guild or
company that need to be reviewed as well. Imagine being the
unfortunate soul out there who is a teenage boy named Taylor
Swift.

*****

With all of the complexities, risks and
downside that come from choosing the wrong name, it often seems
like the logical solution is to pick the safest names possible. As
a result, many companies do choose the safe road. However, the
benefits of choosing the right name more often than not far
outweigh the downside risk. There is no replacement for brand
equity and you cannot create brand equity without a memorable
designation for your person, product, company, or guild. After all,
how boring would the world be if every television show was called
“talk show” or “comedy show”, every musical act was called “rock
band” or “country singer,” every man was called Jack, and every
woman was called Jill. On the other hand, I might finally be able
to remember peoples’ names...

 


*****

 



CHAPTER
8


FORGET STOCK OPTIONS, I WANT DKP: COMPENSATION
PLANS

 


In a guild or raid group, the single biggest
source of dissension between groups of individuals who otherwise
like each other is compensation. As a result, one of the biggest
issues facing a raid group and a raid leader is how to evaluate the
performance of the raiders and how to reward them for that
performance.

In World of Warcraft, players in a raiding
environment are rewarded in two ways. First, they are rewarded
through their role in the raid and second, through the loot they
receive along the way. The former is the base compensation of the
player and the latter is the “bonus plan.”

*****

A player’s role in the raid group is their
job. The first step for a player is to get that job, which means
gaining a roster spot in a raid group. Performing a player’s role
in the raid is the player’s base function and responsibility. As a
result, the entertainment value from being part of the raid,
performing their role, and progressing through the game, is the
player’s base salary. Just like in the business world, a player’s
ability to improve their salary is a function of their performance
and dedication to the raid group.

Strong raid groups always carry more players
on their roster than they have available raid spots to ensure
competition and to ensure the raid can fill when players are
unavailable, due to vacations or unexpected real-life issues. As a
result, a player’s first progression up the job and salary ladder
is ensuring they are allowed to raid as much as possible. A player
needs to show their raid leader they are performing at a high
enough level to ensure they are invited to raid every night, versus
being one of the extra players that has to sit on the bench
regularly.

Once a player has reached the performance
level necessary to raid consistently, the next step is increased
responsibility within the raid itself. Raid responsibility exists
at two levels. At the micro level, each boss encounter has a number
of mechanics requiring certain players have more critical and more
complicated roles than others. Players who prove they are the best
members of the raid group at executing the tasks of their character
earn these complicated roles and become indispensible. Encounters
that are easy with a certain player performing the special tasks
can become extremely hard if that player is unavailable and a
weaker player is thrust into the role.

At the macro level, the raid group has a
number of roles and responsibilities that exist at all times. This
is the administrative layer of the raid: the team leaders who help
train other raiders and evaluate performance; the raid advisors who
help the raid leader set up strategies and manage the loot system,
website and forum; and lastly, the raid leader.

In managing the player base, the raid leader
assigns the various roles within the raid and moves players into
and out of those roles based on their performance. Ensuring that
the right roles are filled by the right players is as critical to
the success of the raid as it is to the success of a business.
Further, ensuring that there is the opportunity to progress is
critical. The last thing a raid leader or president of a company
wants to have happen is for an up-and-coming star to leave for
greener pastures because they believe there is no chance to
progress up the ladder.

*****

Once the raider base has been established
and the roles issued, the next layer of raid compensation comes
from the success of the raid. After all, there is no loot to
distribute to the raiders if the bosses are not defeated. As such,
loot is the net income of the raid and its distribution to the
raiders in return for their efforts is the performance plan of the
raid. Like any performance plan, the development and execution of
the loot system is critical to the motivation of the raiders and
ultimate performance of the raid.

There are a number of critical issues
involved in developing effective performance plans, each of which
must be mastered in order to keep the pool of raiders or employees
satisfied and happy. Furthermore, a key aspect of the issues is
that they all interrelate. Making an error in judgement on one
issue is likely to create problems on another. The evolution of
loot systems in World of Warcraft has been a function of attempting
to manage these issues. The general issues related to compensation
plans will be discussed first, followed by a discussion of the loot
systems developed in World of Warcraft and how they address the
issues.

*****

Expected compensation is pass/fail: The
first issue with any performance plan is that compensation is
pass/fail. That is, players or workers have an expectation as to
what they believe they deserve and once that expectation is met, no
additional amount of compensation will make the player or worker
perform any better.

Individual players or workers have a finite
amount of performance to provide. Once you have reached a level of
compensation they are satisfied with, you will obtain that level of
performance. While the individuals will happily accept increased
pay or increased rewards, it will have no further positive impact
on their performance as they are incapable of, or unwilling to,
provide any more.

Ironically, overcompensation of an
individual is more likely to result in decreased performance.
Compensation tends to directly correlate to an employee or raider’s
self-worth within an organization. If you provide an individual
with an undeserving amount of compensation for their performance,
you increase the likelihood of inflating their ego. This can result
in underperformance because the individual believes they no longer
need to continue improving or even performing at the same level.
Their motivation drops because they interpret the overcompensation
as a belief the company has told them they are already a high
performer and therefore do not need to try as hard.

The first side of the pass/fail equation
lies with the plan. Employees have to be satisfied with the
potential rewards from the plan. The second side of the pass/fail
equation is the actual issuance of the reward itself. Performance
plans exist to motivate individuals to better performance. However,
it is the existence of the plan itself and not the reward that
drives the improved performance. The reward can only drive
decreased performance.

Ultimately, the issuance of the reward is a
no-win situation for the employer. The employee has already
determined their performance level based on their expectations.
Meeting or exceeding the employee’s expectations will, at best,
cause the employee to maintain the performance level they had based
on their expectations, and at worst, cause a decrease in
performance due to ego inflation. On the flip side, failing to meet
employee expectations is guaranteed to negatively impact on their
performance.

The problem is that the issuance of the
reward becomes a negative feedback exercise for the majority of
plan members, rather than positive. This is because you do not tell
someone they have achieved a reward. Rather, you tell them why they
have not received a larger reward. Not only is the company placed
in the position of providing the employee with a lower reward than
expected, it has to rationalize the decision. This can create a
significant level of ill-will between the employee and the
company.

The situation is further exacerbated by the
nature of plans. A typical defined performance plan will provide a
potential reward that exceeds the companies expected average
payout. For example, each employee may be eligible for a reward of
fifteen percent of their salary, but the average payout will be ten
percent. Since individuals generally overvalue their own
performance relative to others, the average employee will be
expecting a greater than average reward. As a result, more
employees’ rewards will not meet their expectations and become
negative feedback rather than positive.

*****

Finite pool of available resources: In
business, the amount of available resources for a performance plan
is some amount of net income or net revenue. In World of Warcraft,
the amount of available resources is the amount of usable loot that
drops off the bosses the raid defeats. In both cases, there is a
finite pool of resources to allocate to performance plans. This
means you rarely have the opportunity to pay everyone what they
believe they deserve. Furthermore, you create competition for the
pool of resources among individuals who should be working as a
team, rather than against each other.

The pass/fail aspect of compensation is
directly impacted by the finite pool of resources. Every resource
you allocate to one person beyond what they believe they need to be
happy is a resource you can no longer use to satisfy another
individual. Alternatively, every resource used on an individual who
remains unhappy is a wasted resource that could have made a
different plan member satisfied.

*****

Competition among individuals: Performance
plans and performance bonuses are rarely kept confidential.
Employees talk because it is in their best interest to know what
their co-workers are earning. This creates an additional problem
with performance plans (and salaries for that matter). An
individual, who might otherwise be satisfied with their
compensation, can quickly become dissatisfied when they discover an
undeserving, at least in their mind, person receives a better
reward than they do. In fact, it is very common for individuals to
assess their pass/fail criteria on performance bonuses based on
their relative position to their peers, rather than a concrete
number.

This issue is again exacerbated by the
finite pool of resources because employees and raiders recognize
that every resource provided to an undeserving candidate is a
resource that could have gone to a deserving individual.

*****

Squeaky wheel syndrome: In World of
Warcraft, as in business, there are many individuals who are more
than willing to fight for their right to rewards. They are
perpetually negotiating for more rewards for their time, whether or
not they believe their current level of compensation is fair. At
the same time, there are individuals who will never fight for what
they deserve, no matter how good they are. Balancing the need to
keep the squeaky wheel happy and fairly reward the individuals who
will not fight for their position, is a tricky balance. In many
cases, the squeaky wheel will get more than they deserve because it
is easier for a manager or raid leader to placate the squeaky wheel
at the expense of the quiet individuals, than it is to replace the
squeaky wheel. After all, just because someone is a royal pain in
the rear end when it comes to fighting for rewards, does not mean
they are a poor performer.

While placating the squeaky wheel solves a
short-term issue, it often creates dissension in the remaining
group. Individuals who are rewarded for their combative activities
create a perception that their actions are necessary to succeed.
This has the ripple effect of scaring off strong employees who do
not exhibit the same character traits. The net result is often that
the quiet individuals eventually choose to leave their companies or
raids for greener pastures because they believe it is the only way
to be fairly rewarded for their time. This is a very common process
in the business world. Individuals who feel they have been
neglected or underappreciated in their current job choose to make a
horizontal career move to a similar company, in return for a better
compensation package.

*****

Subjectiveness of performance: An
individual’s performance is more often than not subjective in
nature. The success or failure of a person at assigned tasks
usually lies in the eye of the beholder. This is compounded by
individuals inherent overvaluation their own performance. As a
result, even an accurate analysis by a raid leader or manager of
the performance of their raiders or workers is likely to lead to
frustration, as the individuals are likely to believe their
performance has been under-estimated, while the performance of
others has been over-estimated.

In order to address subjectiveness, the
evolution of performance plans has moved away from very subjective
plans, such as pure manager discretion, to regimented plans with
very specific metrics and deliverables. The philosophy behind the
more regimented plans is that the more detailed and specific the
criteria for reward, the lower the likelihood the plan members will
be upset by the results. Put another way, if you know the rules of
the game going into the process, you cannot complain if you do not
succeed. At least that is the theory. In reality, employees and
raiders never give up their right to complain.

Highly regimented performance criteria helps
to address a number of issues. By removing subjectiveness from the
process, you reduce the ability for squeaky wheels to have an
impact on the allocation of rewards. You also help to mitigate
issues related to individual competition and evaluation because the
allocation of rewards becomes a pure math exercise. However,
removing one hundred percent of the subjectiveness is rarely
possible because the production of the numbers will always be open
to manipulation.

Another problem is that these issues do not
disappear; rather the timing of them simply changes. In return for
trying to mitigate the risk of upsetting individuals when the
rewards are given out, you risk upsetting them when you create the
performance plan in the first place. The squeaky wheel is going to
try their best to ensure the performance plan benefits them the
most. Each plan member is going to assess the likelihood of them
succeeding in comparison to others under the plan, in order to
assess whether they think it is fair.

Despite this, regimented plans are generally
considered a more effective form of performance compensation than
subjective plans. Even though individuals may get frustrated by the
initial process, they would rather know what the rewards will be
for success ahead of time, rather than leaving it up to the
subjective nature of the raid leader or manager after the fact. In
other words, plan members would rather play by a set of rules that
they do not necessarily fully agree with, rather than play by no
rules at all.

*****

Employee impact: Another aspect that flaws
most performance plans is the inclusion of criteria in the
performance plan that the employees in the plan have no capability
of impacting. This is very common in larger organizations through
profit-sharing programs. Employees are included in a profit-sharing
plan, but do not believe that they have any impact on the profit of
the company. The employees believe that they could perform their
jobs flawlessly or completely ineptly and the profit of the company
would not change. When an employee has a plan that they do not
believe they can influence, they tend to consider the plan “free
money,” rather than an incentive. This is the fundamental flaw with
using stock options as a performance plan.
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