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ORGANISERS, DESIGNERS, AND PLAYERS

Their Rights & Responsibilities

By Richard Percy and Lindsay Beaton

This paper is split into two sections. The first part looks specifically at the rights and responsibilities of designers where the second part looks at the issues of customer service, the rights (and responsibilities) of players and how we as organisers and designers can try to ensure the maximum enjoyment for all of us. Richard Percy wrote the first half, and I wrote the second half.

Richard’s Disclaimer – these are my opinions, my observations. I’m not trying to set myself up as the highest moral authority, and I am as guilty as anyone else of these errors. I just want people to think about what I’m saying. This is largely addressed to designers, but the issues it raises are worthy of wider examination.

Over the last few years I’ve begun to notice a trend emerging at Conventions and on the net. It may have always existed, and you’re probably familiar with it. It usually runs along the lines of: ‘This con is crap/insert appropriate expletive because:

· They fucked up my scheduling;

· They didn’t provide me with referees;

· They didn’t suck up to me enough;

· They aren’t giving me credit for my work;

· They told players it (insert problem) was my fault.

Don’t get me wrong, there’s nothing improper with having a justified problem and complaining about it, but at the same time, there are a number of things that need to be defined. Being a designer does involve a lot of work, and this is generally accepted by organisers, and even players (although there are many who might disagree). The organisers of a Convention have even more to do (an understatement). They already have a number of responsibilities, which does not include pandering to the egos of designers. It just seems that I’m hearing an awful lot about the rights of a designer, and nothing about a designer’s responsibilities. 

As a designer, you do have certain levels of competence that you can (and should) expect from the Convention organisers - but it’s a two way street. The following can be expected from any given Convention:

· Scheduling – if a Convention has undertaken to do the scheduling, you have a right to expect that it will happen. This may include room allocation (again if pre-agreed), making up scratch teams, etc. It is not acceptable for a Con to agree to provide this service and then to avoid responsibility when a scheduling problem occurs (“talk to the designer – it’s his problem” is an actual quote of a con organiser). If you as a designer have provided the times and names of when you and your referees are available, it is not acceptable to be blamed for when a team turns up to a different time and find that they don’t have a referee. Be aware that errors do occur, and work with the organisers to remedy the problems that will arise, but fundamentally it is not the designers responsibility to schedule unless this is the subject of prior agreement.

· Prizes – a Convention should provide details to you of how many trophies you have to give (if any). Again, it is not acceptable to arrive at prize giving and find that the Convention organisers haven’t held up their end of the bargain (for example, not having ordered enough trophies).

· Honesty – if there is a problem that you bring to an organiser that they can’t (or won’t) remedy, then you have the right to expect that they will at least tell you that they aren’t going to deal with it. 

· Courtesy – as a designer (and human being) you have the right to be treated with courtesy and respect. It isn’t acceptable to hear the registration desk telling your team that you’ve gone to the pub when it is clearly a lie. If they are not certain where you are, fine. But this does not give any given organiser licence to slander your name.

In my view, those are the key ‘rights’ any designer has. If the Convention breaches these simple rules, than you have in real terms the ultimate power – you can take your product elsewhere. If you don’t like the way you are treated, then don’t write for the Con again (but don’t walk out – that is breaching the most basic of rules of conduct – finish what you have begun).

I’m sure there are lots of other rights that you can up with, but I’d really like to get on to the Designers responsibilities, which are far less well aired. I call them the designer’s commandments.

The Designer’s Ten Commandments

Commandment the First: Thou shalt playtest all the days of thy life

This sounds incredibly obvious, I know, but I have to include it because of some comments that I have heard made by reasonably well known designers. The comment (which I’ve heard more than once) runs along the lines of:

‘Playtesting dilutes the creative process’, or even worse:

‘Playtesting is a slur on my artistic integrity’. 

I’m not sure how to express how strongly I disagree. Designing a Convention game is nothing like painting, or composing music. A closer (though still inadequate approximation) is writing a play, with the playtests being roughly analogous to the initial workshopping. No playwright would ever dream of putting a play on for an audience without rehearsal, and presenting a game at a Convention is very similar. The playest exposes shortcomings, problems in the characters, flaws in the plot or even presentation. In short, Playtesting can improve a game, or even in some cases destroy it – but if Playtesting destroys it, think what will happen to it at a Convention.

The second part of the Playtesting process is to listen to your playtesters. I’ve been a playtester for so-called big name designers who have said ‘I’ve already bound the module, so you can only change the characters’. If you don’t listen, there’s not much point in the whole exercise. If your playtesters pick something up, they’re not doing it to hurt your feelings. 

Lastly – remember that in an art gallery, people can walk away from a painting they don’t like. At a Con, they have to look at your work for three hours.

Commandment the Second: Thou shalt turn up to thy sessions on time

A simple one. You have an obligation to be on time for each and every session you have committed to. Turning up late for any other reasons than the unavoidable is unacceptable. Car trouble, injurious accidents and the like – these are acceptable. 

‘I overslept’

‘It’s cold’

‘I got laid’

‘I forgot’

‘I was at Sleaze’

These are not (but unfortunately all have been given).

Commandment the Third: Thou shalt not regard thy game as sacrosanct, and thou shalt remember that thy players are the paying customers.

This is something that I find hard on a personal level. The players are the paying customers of the Convention, and their money, along with your work and the Organisers commitment make it all happen. This being said, each team who plays your game is on average investing 15 hours and $25.00. They’re there to have a good time, not to be lectured about the way real roleplayers behave. So, if you’ve written an angsty game about first contact and man’s inhumanity and the team want to play a bughunt, you have an obligation not to prevent them from enjoying themselves. They want a bughunt – let them have it. You may be able to steer them towards what the game is trying to explore, but they are not committing a crime by trying to do something different with the material. 

I understand all too well the often-emotional commitment that writing a game can evoke – but it isn’t sacred scriptures, and it will alter when played. Remember – ‘No game survives contact with a team’ (at least not how you envisaged, it, anyway).

The other thing to remember is that as paying customers (and yes, even as human beings) the players have the right to be treated with the same respect and basic courtesy that you expect for yourself. If you treat them with incredulous horror, more likely than not they’ll treat you the same way.

Commandment the Fourth: Thou shalt produce a product that may be refereed by others, and thou shalt make it available to the organisers

Why? I hear the cries. If I’m there why should I have anything more than a napkin and three post-it notes?

The reason is fairly simple: what if something happens that prevents your attendance? What if enough people want to play your game that it exceeds your refereeing capacity?

Having the game in a legible, easily understood format allows the material to be refereed more effectively and allows the Convention organisers (if so inclined – see below) to organise volunteer referees if required. If you don’t have a written game, and on day two you are struck down by crypto-spiridium, wouldn’t it be better for someone to run the game, as opposed to no one?

The other advantage of having a game that is in some sort of solid format is that it means that most teams will be getting a game that follows the same basic plot and premises, which in turn makes awarding prizes a lot less taxing.

Commandment the Fifth: Thou shalt organise thy own referees and printing

It is not the responsibility of the Convention to organise either your referees or the printing of your material, be it the game or the character sheets. If they choose to help you, well and good, but it is something that they shouldn’t need to help you with. Any designer presenting at a Convention should have all of this done well in advance, particularly with respect to having auxiliary referees organised. A failure in this demonstrates someone who isn’t necessarily ready to be writing for a con without assistance.

Commandment the Sixth: Thou shalt not hose off teams in favour of thy friends

As a designer, you are presenting a product and in a very real way are acting as a representative of the Convention. It is unacceptable to tell a scheduled team that you can’t referee them if the only reason you are doing so is because your unscheduled friends have turned up and you want to give them a game. 

This may seem a fanciful situation, but it is something that I have observed in Conventions for the last decade as a real phenomenon (no pun intended). It’s something that’s not restricted to new designers, and it has been practiced by some of the most reliable and skilled designers in the hobby.

Equally unacceptable is permitting a team of four to drive away a paying prescheduled single because their friend has turned up and they would prefer to play with them. It is up to you as a designer and Convention representative to protect the rights of the players, whoever they may be.

Commandment the Seventh: Thou shalt not rip off the Convention

I’m not talking about stealing computers or video cameras here (knowing that we all find theft on this scale unacceptable). What I’m talking about, predominantly, is the canteen. Unless the Convention has a policy of giving free food and drink to designers (and more power to those that do!) taking anything from the canteen without paying is still theft. The fact that as a designer you have put significant time and effort into your game does not amount to a licence to graze on the profits of the Con. 

Again, it probably sounds unbelievable. But unfortunately, I’ve seen it happen again and again, often perpetrated by the last people you would expect. Perhaps they don’t know what they’re doing – but unfortunately, I think more often they do. In a very real way this is an abuse of the power relationship that exists between the Convention and its designers. Some organisers are so concerned about what the designers are going to think or worse say to their peers that they will accept this. They shouldn’t have to.

Commandment the Eighth: Thou shalt abide by the rules of the Convention

Most Conventions have pretty similar rules, usually instituted for insurance or safety reasons, or because of clauses in the site agreements. They usually involve no smoking on the site, no replica weapons (wooden or otherwise!), no consumption of alcohol etc. As a designer, you must abide by any and all rules laid down by the Convention. 

While it is hoped that all attendees of a Convention will do the same, the truth is that it just doesn’t happen. As a designer, it is not your explicit responsibility to enforce the rules on others. It is implied, however, in your relationship with the Convention. You are seen as being associated with the organisation and not standing up for the rules can be misconstrued by players as tacit approval of their illicit behaviour. It’s sometimes hard to do, but when (for example) someone chooses to light up in a session you are running, you should ask them to put it out. If you are unwilling to do it yourself, report it. That goes for any breach. If the rules are broken, the Convention site may not be available for subsequent Conventions, whether they are the same or others who share the venue.

Commandment the Ninth: Thou shalt not shamelessly plagiarise thy favourite film or book

A pretty simple rule. Don’t plagiarise – you’ll be found out. You have a responsibility to present original material (distinct from genre pieces). Never assume that no one else will have read or seen the same thing you have, because you’ll be wrong. Roleplayers are generally well read and consume a great deal of cinema and other media, and if you steal from a source you can guarantee that one person or another will recognise it and punish you in session for it. (This is something else that Playtesting can pick up).

Commandment the Tenth: Thou shalt enjoy thyself

This commandment should probably come first – enjoy your work, enjoy refereeing. If you’re not, get out – don’t bitch about the quality of players, don’t whine and complain. The fact is that we do this for fun, and if you’re in it for kudos or to boost low self-esteem, you’re looking in the wrong place.

Thus Endeth The Lesson

Now I’d like to talk more generally about the player’s experience of conventions and about the things we might do to improve their and our enjoyment of conventions as a whole. There are many issues and challenges facing Australian Roleplaying Conventions at the end of the 20th century. We have the problem, be it real or imagined, of falling numbers, there is the issue of the dearth of competent and enthusiastic organisers, designers and GMs. There is the problem of the perceived “quality” of both conventions and games. And there is the question of customer service at conventions. It is this issue that I’ll be addressing in my paper today.

Customer service is a thorny issue for Convention Organisers and Designers, on the one hand Organisers and Designers feel, rightly or wrongly, that as they are volunteers, they are owed rather than owing. That is, that players, who will after all be having fun on the back of the work done by Organisers and Designers, “owe” the Organisers and designers just for turning up, and that players can’t expect anything more. Having been an Organiser and a Writer I know how this feels. You’ve slaved away for 80 hours writing this game (or for what feels like your entire adult life if you’ re an organiser) and suddenly dozens of people you don’t know from a bar of soap, except that soap would at least be clean, turn up and seem to be demanding all sorts of things from you,. Not the least of which is the expectation that you WILL BE NICE TO THEM. Often this is the biggest ask of all. I can’t speak for anyone else, but I know that surface pleasantry is reasonably easy for me, I actually quite like people as a group, I usually find them quite funny, which is actually very condescending of me. This is not the same thing, however, as quite liking individuals. I don’t actually like many individuals at all, as no doubt some of you will be aware. 

Players on the other hand, feel that as they have paid for a convention, they are entitled to certain basic rights, adequate games, adequate scheduling and a basic level of customer service.

The question of customer service becomes a difficulty for us because of the amateur nature of conventions. You might expect the sales assistant at Grace Brothers to make pleasant conversation with you while you are making a purchase. But would you then expect to run into that Sales Assistant 20 times over the weekend? Would you expect to be able to invite yourself along to a group dinner they were going to on the basis of how much you enjoyed buying something from them. Would you expect to be able to corner them on their break and talk to them about how much you enjoyed buying something from them, and about how it reminded you of a purchase you made in 1988 as a ninth level ranger? When put into this context the difficulty starts to become clear.

How can we as Organisers and Designers provide customer service and still maintain a level of privacy and control over our lives? Now I’m not suggesting that all players are this bad, and that to be fair, as many organisers and designers as players, are as bad at giving out the correct social cues. I think in fact that most of us are good enough to be able to read social cues effectively enough to avoid that kind of situation. I think the problem is really only those few on either side who have difficulties with social cues, and the few who are paranoid, or lonely enough to take any rejection as a personal slight.

I think the answer is a jargon word “professionalism”. I think that if we behave professionally when writing and organising, we can make it much easier for all of us. And surprisingly I do have a few suggestions about how we might achieve this.

Let’s go back to the Sales Assistant. When they are standing around in their department with their name-tag on we can tell they are on duty and we can bother them. When they are lounging around in the food court with no name-tag, we know they are on a break and shouldn’t bother them. I suggest we try to adopt the same kind of process. 

Conventions could provide an area (as many currently do) with signs up for each game. Designers would have to agree to stand under their sign for the last 10-15 of each break BEFORE the next session starts to be accessible to players. When a writer is not standing under their sign, they are on a break, and shouldn’t be bothered. Designers can help teach players the new ‘etiquette’ by saying, if they are interrupted while on their break, something along the lines of… “Look, I’m just taking a break right now, could you come back and see me at blah, when I’ll be under my sign, and I’ll be happy to talk to you then.” Similarly, Convention organisers, should feel free to schedule themselves breaks and be prepared to ask players to come back when a break is over. I think this might go some way to alleviating the siege like mentality that designers and organisers can develop when it feels like the whole world wants a piece of you. A siege like mentality that I think helps to contribute to Designers and Organisers being rude.

But what do you do for the newcomer who’s turned up on their own and won’t have anyone to talk to if they can’t latch on to designers and designers? I’m not sure how big a problem that might be, but if encouraging newcomers is one of our aims I think we ought to think about how we might improve their experience. Once upon a time Cons nearly always provided a video room that ran videos during session time. This meant individuals who had nothing to do in a session had somewhere to go and be with people. Big dealer areas and canteens with sit-down areas can provide the same service. But I don’t know how feasible providing any of those is any more - I only mention it as a discussion point. I do however have a new suggestion. A Player Liaison Officer, this would be a person who liked meeting people, and had good people skills, who would take responsibility for basically hanging around and talking to people, particularly first time con-goers. They would be the person who would answer, non-judgementally any questions players had. Who would basically spend the weekend being everyone’s friend. Again, I don’t know how feasible this idea is, but I wanted to throw it open for discussion and brainstorming.

Thus Designers and Organisers could perhaps claim back some time for themselves by passing the “job” of encouraging newcomers to a dedicated person, so designers and organisers could claim their right to take a break. However, as you all know, with every right comes a responsibility. 

When you approach a Sales Assistant, you would be surprised if you overheard them saying to their friend “Oh Christ, here comes Johnny Nerderlinger, I wonder if he has any friends yet?” You would be, assuming you were female, offended if your entire conversation was conducted between their eyes and your breasts. Once again, I am not suggesting that all designers and organisers are this bad, most are excellent, but again, it really only takes one at one convention to create a bad impression of conventions as a whole. 

So once again that key word “professionalism” When designers and organisers ARE on duty they have a responsibility to:

1. be polite

2. seriously attempt to help players with any problems

3. if unable to help, either refer to the person who can, or, at least, appear contrite

4. be polite

Designers have, in my opinion, an additional responsibility. To the average punter a game designer is as much, if not more, a part of the convention organisation as the people in the canteen. What this means is that if the convention schedulers make a major stuff up, designers should feel free to complain to the organisers, but they should be involved in the solution of the problem. Because, from the perspective of the player, the designers are just as responsible. 

I realise I said be polite twice, but I think it is twice as important as anything else. People will take a polite and pleasant “no”, better than they take an unpleasant and grudging “yes”. But, and this is an important but, BEING POLITE TO PEOPLE IS NOT THE SAME AS LIKING THEM. 

Polite does not mean being obsequiously nice. Polite does not mean every Tom, Dick and Harry has to be your friend for the con. Polite does not mean donating a kidney.  It is not hypocritical to be polite to people you don’t like.

Well, that’s all the things “polite” isn’t – what is being polite? Again, in my opinion. Polite is dealing with problems in a pleasant and efficient manner. Polite is not being offensive to people’s faces. Polite is not assuming that if you flash your cleavage you’ll get what you’ll want. Polite is not hosing off a game because you don’t like the designer. Polite is not hosing off a team because you don’t like the players. Polite is turning up on time for the start of a session and finishing in time for the break. In a nutshell, polite is treating people as people, not problems or objects.

Why is it important? Does it really make a difference? Do people really care whether designers and organisers are polite to them or not? And please note, I said polite, not nice. Yes I think it does matter and I’ll explain why - with an anecdote. I recently took a non-roleplaying friend to a convention. She had agreed to fill in a spare spot in a team, and I was hoping to encourage someone who I thought would enjoy the activity to start coming to cons, (my own way of addressing the falling numbers issue). Well, we turned up, we had scheduling problems, and had to deal with the convention desk. As it happened, I knew the people behind the desk, at least their faces if not their names, and didn’t particularly want to get sidetracked into a long gossip-fest when I knew they were busy. So my friend went to talk about our scheduling problem. 10 minutes later she returned, quite distressed, because the people behind the desk had:

1) Talked down to her because she was a newbie and didn’t understand how thing were done.

2) Implied she was an idiot for having the problem and it was all her own fault.

3) Looked at her breasts the entire time.

4) Implied her problem could be fixed with a suitable “bribe”.

Now, to be fair to the desk people, they were busy, under stress, and may not have realised how offensive the last 2 transgressions could be, for all I know they were joking and thought that that kind of behaviour was kind of endearing. So I went to the desk. My experience was completely different. The people behind the desk

1) Didn’t talk down me, (I know the scene, I’m insider, therefore deserving of respect.)

2) Were apologetic about my problem, and apologised for not being able to fix it.

3) Talked to my face.

The result, I had my eyes opened to how incestuous roleplayers are, we are often a lot better behaved to BNGs than we are to newcomers, no wonder they don’t feel welcome and complain about the “cliqueiness” of the scene. Furthermore, this kind of behaviour is just plain wrong. A newcomer has every right to be treated in the same manner as someone better known, possibly more so, since its the newcomers we really need to encourage to come back. Those of us who’ve been around for awhile aren’t going to be easily put off. So yes, I think manners matter, and that bad manners may well be part of what discourages newcomers from coming back.

And now I’d like to apologise to everyone here who didn’t need a lesson in manners for boring them during that little lecture. Sorry.

OK so that’s my little spiel about the responsibility of Designers and Organisers to treat ALL players with respect, and not just the ones they know, and about the value of that word “professionalism”. I’d now like to talk about the responsibility of players.

Currently the view of conventions seems to be to be highly individualistic and highly “rights” orientated. That is although we talk a lot about the rights of players we don’t often talk about their responsibilities. We seem to take the view that conventions are commercial service providers and have, therefore, certain service obligations.

I’m no longer sure this is a valid view of an amateur activity run by unpaid enthusiasts. Sure, we all think that if you’re going to do a job, you should do it well. But should we be expecting such a level of service provision from unpaid labour. I’m not suggesting that we start paying con workers. I’m suggesting that, maybe, we start accepting a lower level of service. Maybe cons could start closing the canteen during sessions, so that more organisers can play at the conventions they’ve worked so hard to arrange. Because it seems to me, that one of the things that discourages organisers is that they don’t get any direct benefit from their work. It’s not like a sporting club where the Treasurer still gets to play on Saturday morning.

I’m not sure if that new vision would work, I’m not sure if I think its a good idea. But I’d like to now tell you all a little story about a conversation I had with the same non-roleplaying friend of mine, who is heavily involved with sports clubs.

I was talking about how involving convention organisation was, how much work was involved and about how hard it was to get people to volunteer for convention organising, particularly when it was so much work. And about how it wasn’t actually the convention itself that was the hard part it was all the running around at the start. She looked at me as if I was mad.

“Why don’t you ask for help?” she said

“Well, it’s hard to get people to volunteer for the commitment of being part of a committee.”

“They don’t have to be part of the committee, they just have to do things, or thing.”

Now it was my turn to look at her as if she was mad.

“Sorry?”

“Well, take ordering stuff for the Canteen, you know you need 400 sausage rolls delivered, why can’t you ring a player, particularly one that’s been round a while, and ask them to ring around get quotes and order 400 sausage rolls?”

“Oh,” I said, “conventions aren’t like that, players wouldn’t feel that doing stuff for the con was their responsibility. They’d think that somehow the organisers were deficient for not being able to do it themselves. And besides, it would be too hard, you’d have to explain what you wanted, and what would you do if they didn’t come through, no, it would never work.”

“Have you ever tried?”

“Well, no, not as far as I know.”

“Then do you really think that all the people who turn up at your cons are so ungrateful and incompetent as to be unable to order 400 sausage roles. We do that kind of thing at hockey all the time. We just ask players to pitch in and help, after all, it’s for everyone’s fun.”

Well, there you are a view of conventions as a joint responsibility, a joint responsibility of organisers, designers and players.

Now, how we go about changing the whole culture of conventions to start expecting players to do more for us, I don’t know.  Maybe we just have to ask…

Now I do have to say I personally think that roleplaying conventions are a completely different kettle of fish to sports organisations, because the people involved are so very different. With sports people there’s the ability to behave collectively and think as a "there's no I in Team" group. I don't think roleplayers are like that, but I do think we have a different group of strengths and weaknesses. I think we've just never thought about it. The question is which analogy suits roleplaying cons best? The sporting club? The Service provider? The sci-fi con, with their proportionally higher charges? Can we actually adopt any lessons from these analogies or are we carving out a whole new area?
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