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Computer Mediated Communication (CMC) expert, Dr. Susan C. Herring, introduces the 
Faceted Classification method in a 2007 article in which the approach is drawn from 
early work in text classification done by library scientist Ranganathan (1933). 
RanganathanÕs classification approach later developed into the Colon Classification 
system, a library system widely used in Indian to current day and influential the 
development of the Library of Congress classification system. Herring explains the 
strengths of the faceted classification approach: 
 
        ÒRanganatham described the faceted classification method as analytico-synthetic: A 
subject domain is first analyzed into component facets, and relevant facets are then 
::synthesized into combinations to characterize items of interestÉThe flexibility of 
faceted classification lies in its ability to describe a large number of items with the 
::subject domain, including novel items, on the basis of a relatively economical, pre-
defined set of facets and terms.Ó (6)  
 
Thus, faceted classification allows us to take a large number of objects with varied 
attributes, analyze them, and then put them into a classification scheme that not only 
presents those characteristics in a more orderly scheme, but also allows for easy, 
meaningful comparison of objects. RanganthamÕs effort was to develop a way to classify 
object in a library beyond the Dewey decimal system (with only ten main classes to work 
within and limited flexibility) to draw meaningful relationships between works beyond 
simple subject areas. For example, a Colon Classification representation for a book 
regarding English knitting techniques and wool production written in 1942 would be 
classified: Craft (main topic): needle crafts (sub area): knitting (specific craft): England 
(geographic): 1942 (year): wool (specific subject covered). The usefulness of 
RanganathanÕs scheme comes when we look for another book, not from the top down 
approach, but through one of the facets, such as ÒEngland: 1942: woolÓ which might 
yield other English knitting books from the World War II era but might also yield articles 
and books about fabrics used for military uniforms or sheep farming. Thus, through this 
example, we can see that the facets allow us to easily see associated information that 
might otherwise have been missed since it would have been sorted only a type of knitting 
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book and not as a book associated with wool and England. Faceted classification puts 
each item in a richer context than a typical taxonomy or general to specific classification 
and allows for cross referencing through common traits. 
 
HerringÕs use of faceted classification is limited to basic traits of CMC: Òmedium 
(technological) and situation (social)Ó (6) because the goal of her study is to provide a 
foundation for further facets to be added to the system as it would apply to chat, email, 
instant messaging and other common forms of CMC. HerringÕs work also endeavors to 
create a system with which the communication itself (conversations, instant messages, 
email etc) can be classified by social purpose. HerringÕs application of RanganathanÕs 
schema stops short of developing conventions for naming types of objects (CMC arenas) 
through a colon classification label that might be used as a kind of descriptive short hand 
by others which this study will do. 
 
 
Faceted Classification is used to categorize and analyze objects such as data points, 
library books, and other objects that need to be easily sorted, compared, and 
differentiated. Ranganathan developed the approach to function as a classification system 
for libraries, but since its inception, the method has been applied and adapted to 
accommodate many different sets of objects. Many relational database systems developed 
to provide quick access to follow a faceted classification approach for their variable 
structure. 
  
Ranganathan describes the faceted analysis approach in detail in his 1967 Prolegomena to 
Library Classification but the text is incredibly complex and difficult to apply.   In an 
effort to clarify RanganathanÕs work, Louise 
Spiterihttp://www.iainstitute.org/pg/a_simplified_model_for_facet_analysis.php , 
professor of Information Science at Dalhousie University, has developed a very clear 
process for the development of a faceted classificationCanadian Journal of Information 
and Library Science v23, 1-30 (April-July 1998) . In three stages (the Idea Plane, the 
Verbal Plane, and the Notational Plane) the process moves from analyzing the objects to 
be classified to identifying make parralle to "analyzing" the qualities to be used in the 
schema, to creating categories of qualities, and then, finally, defining the hierarchy or 
possible grouping of facets to be used as a notational system. 
 
Virtual Worlds are complex and varied but their novelty prevents us from having the 
perspective required to analyze them properly, to classify them for study, to understand 
the subtle differences between them that must be considered as we endevor to make more 
sense of how users inhabit the spaces. Constructing a faceted classification of virtual 
worlds gives us the handles we need to be able to grapple with the intricasies of social 
interaction, learning, and other activities that occur within virtual worlds.  
 
The first step in conducting this research was to gather a list of environments that met the 
definition of virtual worlds laid out in chapter one. An effort was made to gather 
examples of virtual worlds with varied user demographics, genres, and geographic 
regions of development. Over 75 worlds were examined to analyze the mechanics related 
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to communication contained in each (see figure 3.1). From those traits, those which were 
common among the majority of the worlds were separated from the traits that were 
unique to only a few worlds. This sieving process revealed ten qualities of virtual worlds 
which all contribute to the forms of communication that are possible in the spaces. Traits 
such as operating system (Mac OS, Windows, Linux) and delivery media (download, CD, 
DVD) which were common but didnÕt have a significant impact on communication 
within the world were removed from the list of facets to be considered. These ten traits 
were then compared to Spiteri's guidelines for facets to ensure that the chosen facets 
would fulfill the requirements of a functioning classification. 
 
According to SpiteriÕs approach to classification, the facets should adhere to the 
following principles: 
 
    *Differentiation: "when dividing an entity into its component parts, it is important to 
use characteristics of division (i.e., facets) that will distinguish clearly among these 
component parts" (Spiteri, 5). 
    * Relevance: "when choosing facets by which to divide entities, it is important to make 
sure that the facets reflect the purpose, subject, and scope of the classification system" 
(Spiteri, 6). 
    *Ascertainability: "it is important to choose facets that are definite and can be 
ascertained" (Spiteri, 6). 
    *Permanence: facets should "represent permanent qualities of the item being divided" 
(Spiteri, 18). 
    *Homogeneity: "facets must be homogeneous" (Spiteri, 18). 
    *Mutual Exclusivity: facets must be "mutually exclusive," "each facet must represent 
only one characteristic of division" (Spiteri, 18). 
    *Fundamental Categories: "there exist no categories that are fundamental to all 
subjects, and ... categories should be derived based upon the nature of the subject being 
classified" (Spiteri, 18-19). 
 
Spiteri also stresses, in her discussion of the Verbal Plane, that the terminology used in 
reference to the facets should adhere to standards of context (Òthe meaning of an 
individual term is given its context based upon its position in the classification system") 
and currency ("the terminology used in a classification system should reflect current 
usage in the subject field" (11)). 
 
Developing a functional list of facets is critical to classifying existing virtual worlds and 
understanding those developed in the future. If the correct facets surface from the 
analysis described by Spiteri the classification that results should give us a useful and 
comprehensive system that should be able to describe any virtual world meeting the 
operational definition established in chapter two. 
 
The following ten facets and their sub-categories were found to meet Spiteri's guidelines 
for both the Idea Plane and Verbal Plane.  
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Dominant Content Form: 
 
Virtual worlds originated as MOOs and MUDs, text-based environments, and evolved 
(along with technology) into visually-immersive spaces where text is only used for 
communication between users rather than as a mode with which to create the space itself. 
Text-based spaces are certainly in the minority today but the vast difference between 
these spaces and the visually based equivalents is critical and cannot be assumed. 
 
    *Text Dominant Environment: These environments use text as the primary form of 
content. These spaces may use text to describe the environment, such as a MOO or MUD 
would, or use text as the primary form of communication, such as in a chat room or in a 
threaded forum. These environments might contain some images, such as user icons, but 
these environments have little meaning without text. 
    *Image Dominant Environment: This characteristic describes graphic environments 
where image is the dominant form of content. Ranging from a typical console game to an 
immersive environment like There or Second Life, these environments use graphics to 
convey important meaning in the space and cannot exist without the graphics. Text may 
be present in these environments but it is always secondary to image. 
 
 
Stigmergy: 
 
A concept developed by entomologist Pierre-Paul Grasse to describe indirect 
communication among termites in an insect colony, stigmergy refers to the ability to 
manipulate an environment to communicate to others in the space (Bonabeau, 95-96). 
Ants, for example, leave chemical trails to alert others of the location of food sources. 
Stigmergy has been discussed in terms of digital resources but for the purpose of 
exploring how resources can be sorted and valued based on user reviews and 
evolutionary processes (Dron, 2-8). When applied to virtual worlds, stigmergy refers to 
the ability to create lasting content 
 
    *Stigmergic: Users can make changes to the environment that will remain from one 
use to another. Multi-user stigmergic environments allow users to leave messages and 
other communications for other users to find when they log in later. Examples: wikis, 
blogs, Second Life. 
    *Non-stigmergic: Users are unable to make changes to the environment or the 
changes made are reverted by the environment. For example, when playing Mario 
Brothers, we might defeat enemies who then blip off the screen. However, if we restart 
the game, those same enemies will have repopulated the environment. 
 
Object Ownership: 
 
Within each virtual world is a developing culture and economy based on the behavior and 
objects valued within the worldÕs system of laws. Virtual worlds that function like wikis 
(allowing anyone to edit anything at any time), for example, would have a vastly different 
set of values and communication practices than a world where all items are earned 
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through battle or similar achievement. Differentiating between spaces in which users 
share resources and spaces where users compete for them provides significant insight into 
how and why users communicate in the space. 
 
    *Private ownership: Users can ÒownÓ objects (or data) and limit othersÕ access to these 
objects. In games, this might imply that users have a private inventory of items that only 
he/she can access. In text-based environments such as blogs, private ownership implies 
that the entries in the blog may only be edited or deleted by the blogÕs owner who wrote 
them. 
    *Public ownership/No Ownership: Users cannot ÒownÓ objects (or data); everything is 
shared. For example, at Wikipedia users cannot prevent an entry from being edited by 
others. All entries on Wikipedia are Òcommunal property. Ó Other environments offer no 
ownership at all. For example, when playing solitaire we have no way of grabbing a card 
and holding it to use later. 
 
 
User Identity Formation: 
 
Turkle, McDonough, and Dibbell have discussed the processes and implications of 
identity in virtual worlds. TurkleÕs discussion of chatroom and MUD users provided us 
with our initial insights into how users might be reinventing themselves using virtual 
spaces. McDonough conducted ethnographic research to gather an understanding of the 
motivations behind the identity decisions of game players and designers. DibbellÕs 
account of his own experiences in Second Life describes one userÕs development of 
identity in a system that allows infinite customizable avatars. 
 
Custom avatars allow users to communicate through their virtual bodies. In such a 
system, an avatar becomes a text to be read and interpreted by others. Avatars that canÕt 
be changed leave users to communicate through rather more limited channels. 
 
    *Static: User identity is created by the environment and cannot be changed. We have 
no choice of who we are as users or we have no identity at all. For example, when 
playing Pong we are simply ÒPlayer 1Ó or ÒPlayer 2.Ó 
    *Custom: Users can customize their identity easily using the environmentÕs system. 
Environments like MOOs and There allow users to augment their identity, choose their 
name, and create an identity through clothing, objects, and persistent profiles. 
    *Causal: User identity develops through the environment via goals, status, etc. When 
an environment only allows for conditional identity development, it often involves 
customizing the user with items that are earned or can only be used by users who 
achieved a certain status. For example, in Star Wars Galaxies, users may only wear the 
armor intended for their character class; changing certain attributes of your characterÕs 
appearance may cost so much money that less accomplished players may not be able to 
afford the services. In these environments, character identity is often closely related to 
status within the goals of the environment. 
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Environment access 
 
    *Public: Environment is open access to anyone wishing to enter. Even if joining the 
environment requires payment or the purchase of software, as in many online games, the 
environment is still open to anyone who wishes to join (by creating an account, 
purchasing software, or otherwise accessing the environment). Still other environments 
merely require providing an email address and filling out a profile (on sites such as 
MySpace and Wallop). No permission is necessary. 
    *Fee: Environment is open to anyone but requires a monthly fee for access. 
    *Limited: Environment is limited to only those granted access through a special 
procedure. Systems such as Blackboard and WebCT may only be accessed by users who 
have been given permission to access them. Private blogs, password protected websites, 
closed game servers, and members-only forums are also examples of limited access 
environments. 
 
User's relationship with other users: 
 
    *Collaborative: Users collaborate with each other in a non-competitive manner. 
Though editors on Wikipedia may often disagree with edits made by others, there is no 
way for a common user, i.e. someone not employed as an administrator, to block others 
from contributing. Group blogs and collaborative documents are also considered to have 
collaborative user relationships. Environments such as Second Life, where competing in 
battle and other aggressive forms of interaction, must be agreed to by both parties and 
isnÕt a required part of the environment, are also considered collaborative. 
    *Competitive: Users compete against one another. In these environments, competition 
between users is a required element of the environmentÕs goals. Games in which players 
must compete against one another or lose through inactivity are included in this category. 
Environments such as sports games and fighting games do not allow players to opt out of 
competition. 
    *Situational: Users are collaborative or antagonistic depending on the situation. Games 
in which players may choose to fight enemies provided by the system or to fight each 
other (Player vs. Player PVP).For example, in Star Wars Galaxies and World of Warcraft, 
players may attack one another in specified areas of the game world. 
 
 
User's relationship with the environment: 
 
    *Friendly: Users collaborate with the environment. This characteristic applies to 
environments in which the space itself offers no danger to the user. Wikis, blogs, and 
other environments which are not ÒgamesÓ fit into this category as well as immersive 
spaces such as Second Life and There. 
    *Hostile: Users compete against the environment. In these spaces the environmentÕs 
system provides enemies for the user to compete against. Most games have antagonistic 
environments unless they provide competition between users. Many games which offer a 
multi-player setting have antagonistic environments when played singe-player. In these 
cases, when used as single-player, the environment acts as the opponent. Games such as 
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the classic Mario Brothers do not allow the user to become friends with 
obstacles/monsters within the game levels. No matter how Mario acts, the monsters will 
still attack. 
    *Scenario-based: Users are collaborative or antagonistic with the environment 
depending on the situation. Environments such as World of Warcraft and Star Wars 
Galaxies often provide non-player characters who might assist players if that playerÕs 
ÒfactionÓ points are high enough to have earned a Non-player character populationÕs trust 
or support. 
 
 
Access to Groups 
 
    *Private: Users can only join groups if invited 
    *Public: Users may join any group theyÕd like 
    *None: Groups are not available in the environment 
 
 
Number of Groups 
 
    *None: Users may not form groups 
    *One: Users may only join one group at a time. 
    *Many: Users may be members of multiple groups simultaneously 
 
 
 
Chart will be inserted later 
Insert table 3.1 
A chart of the worlds analyzed for this study with their facets identified. 
 
 
The final step of the Faceted Classification is to determine a notational system by which 
items may be referred to in a systematic manner. However, because this step is primarily 
intended to provide a file or storage system, a slight change must be applied. The purpose 
of this study is to use the Faceted Classification as a comparison scheme therefore, rather 
than a set order in which the facets should be listed as a description (i.e. moving from the 
most general to most specific facet as a classification for each world) this analysis 
suggests that each world should be referred to initially by the most relevant feature for 
the discussion at hand. Following Ranganathan's nomenclature, which would imply that 
the first facet listed is a parent category, allowing for any facet to be first in a 
classification instead allows us to shift which facet is most important for a discussion and 
makes the parent category our choice. For example, rather than listing World of Warcraft 
as "Image>Multi-modal>Nonstigmergic>Private>Fee>Situational>Scenario-
based>Causal>Single Group>Invitation" (which follows the listing of facets from figure 
3.1), if we are comparing identity formation systems in a set of worlds we can reorganize 
our facets to make Identity Formation the parent facet and the others secondary. World of 
Warcraft then becomes " Causal >Single Group>Image>Multi-
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modal>Nonstigmergic>Private>Fee> Situational>Scenario-based " and can easily be 
compared to another world with conditional identity formation to better isolate their 
differences and similarities. This variable-parent approach makes the classification more 
useful than simply sorting the items in the set. It should be noted, however, that Spiteri's 
recommendation that the nomenclature have "Hospitality", "notation should allow for the 
addition of new subjects, facets, and foci, at any point in the classification system" (1998, 
20), is well accommodated via the variable-parent approach. 
 
 
Now that we have a taxonomy with which to compare virtual worlds, in the next chapter 
we can begin to put the facets into action to shed new light into existing virtual worlds 
scholarship. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


