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Introduction

Oneof thehdlmarks of modean childhood,at least in places like Japan and the middle-
class US where we have been doing our research, istheinaulation of children fromthe
adult cycle of labor and commodity relations Ingead of navigaing the workplace or
hedping outin thar family shopor vending stall as children do in other parts of theworld,
theappropriate sodal roles for children revolve aroundschooling and play, domainsthat
are consdered primarily sites of cultural consumption and reception rather than sites of
produdive labor. The @vorkCof childhoodin such contexts involves kidsgradudly and
receptively absorbing the culture and values of aduthood,carefree and relieved fromthe
worries of labor and economic relations

But our suspicion, and onetha we expect is shared by many people who spend time with
kidsistha they have never been terribly passive, innocent, or carefree and often thwart
our best efforts at bang shdtered. They, as much as adults, plot howto get by day to day
with limited resources in a complicated soada world dense in cultural meanings Kids in
the age stratified ghetoes of schooling and kidsOmedia culture, have created alternative
economnies of statusand value, trafficking in culture and knowledgetha is often invisible
and undesipheaable by adults. Neopes makes visible the everyday activism and
entrepreneurialism of kidsin ther everyday life, asthey jockey for wealth, status and
visibility in acomplicated sodal and cultural universe (see www.neopées.com).

While kidshave dways indugrioudy organized their local peer networks, the advent of
interactive entertainment and widespread computer networking has provided new tools
and cultural resources. For tho lucky kidswith computers in the home, the Internet
places peer neworks into easy and condant reach. We have called these digitally-
enabled and media dependent forms of peer-to-peer sodal organization hypersodal, tha
issodal exchangeaugmented by a dense system of signifiers embedded in new media
objects such as trading cards imaginay creatures, and other objects with different
degrees of rarity and exchangevalue (I1to Forthcoming).



Neopds suppots an aternaive regime of value keyed to the peculiarly ghetoized but
wired status of contemporary childhoodin theUS. Borrowing from Arjun Appadurai 3
(1998)framingin andyzing theflow of commoditiesin hisintrodudion to The Sogal
Life of Things we arguetha there are multiple structures of exchangethat create value
regimes for objectsN whether that is maingream retail, speciaty art audions the used
and gaage sale market, or informal bartering with known others. In adult capitalist
sodety, we trandate labor into money, which we in turn mobilize in the domnant
regimes of commodity value Thevirtud economes of Neopds embody meaningsand
exchangevauestha areinterndly consstent and sodally consquential butinaulated
and largdy invisible to theregimes of valuetha adults traffic in.

Description of Neopets

So what is Neopds? Neopdsis amassively multiplayer web-based gaming site. Unlike
games such as World of Warcraft and SecondLifetha are based onreal time action
rendered in 3D, Neopdsis primarily based on navigaing throughstatic 2D web pages,
and playing small self contained puzzle-type games.

Neopéds.com was foundel by two college students in Britain in 1999and, shottly &fter,
thecurrent CEO, DougDohring, purchased it and developdl it into acommercial site
with over 30 million members aroundthe world. Neopds rivals sites such as CNN, ABC,
and Y ahooin terms of number of pageviews andis by far themos populr web site
directed specifically towards children. Amongchildren@ webstes, it is notable because it
isthefirst webgte which did notemergethroughavideo, comic or television program
(See Seiter 2005. By some measures, it isthe stickiest site onthe Internet Bstickiness
beng a measure of how much time any given user spendson the site per month. In the
case of Neopds, 2004 measures showed players averages awhopping 6 hours 42 minutes
per month (Neopéds Press Kit). In 2005,Neopés was sold to Viacom for $160million,
usheringin anew erafor thepopular web gaming site. In terms of broad categories of
use, Neopds players dightly favor girls over boys and 80%of players are unde 18.
Neopdsis clearly oneof thebiggest players onthelnternet.

Despite arelatively simple technology backbone Neopéds weaves togehe a cohaent
fantasy narative and sodal experience. Players take on therole of citizens of theworld
of Neopia They can engagein awiderangeof activitiesthat are oriented towards
produdng their own uniquepersond identity by mobilizing the technical and cultural
resources of Neopia.

¥ Playerscan train ther pes and equip them with batle gear to compete in the
Neopéds Battle Dome.

¥ They can collect rare items by completing quests, gambling, and exploring
Neopia.



¥ They can paticipaein guildsand discussion boadstha rangefrom discussion of
Neopéds strategy to idle chater on boyfriendsand popular musc.

¥ They can aso authorthar own web pages, theweb pages of thar pes, and
elaborate gdleries displaying thar collectionsof rare items.

¥ Andtheeremansasteady stream of new features, player spotlight sessionsand
other events which create excitement and variety throughoutthe course of thar
participaion.

Neo-Economies

While Neopds.comisamassive site tha suppots a wide rangeof engagement induding
different forms of gaming, collecting, authoring, and sodalizing, the undelying engine of
Neopéds engagement is econonic activity. Jug asin our capitalist real world, wealthis
geneated throughlabor, investment, and commerce. In turn, capitalist exchangedrives
endless diversity in consumption, identity produdion, and sodal distinction.

Like ourrea world economny, Neopiarelies onastandad currency. Labor and
investment is rewarded by Neopoints, and they can be used to purchase most
commodities onthe site. For poornewcomers, you can go to the soupkitchen for food
handous, or to theMoney Tree to pick upitems discarded by wealthier Neopians The
dominant source of working class capital, however, isongong labor. Players earn
Neopoints every time they play oneof the hundieds of mini games on the site. Sometimes
thisinvolves gambling, by buying lottery cards or spinning variouswheels of chance, but
my own experience taking this road has been that it landsyou right back into therote
labor of gaming to feed the gambling habit.

For middle-class Neopianstrying to achieve finanda indegpendence, a number of options
are available for escaping the cycle of salaried labor or the downward mobility of
gambling. Y ou can open a shopand work the system of auctioning and sales to acquire a
postive flow of capital. Y ou can track recent price changes on the ShopWizard Average
index, or runyour own searches to see what prices your competitors are offering items. If
you see yourself as more of an investor than a small busness owner, you can try your
hand at the Neodag and research promising Neopian stocks. But as thefan-run site
neoday.com warns Gyou mug have paience and a decent Mest eggQo play stocks and
actudly make alot of money. In order to make big budks you much buy between 500and
1000shares a company and bewilling to leave al of tha money in there for weeks if
necessary.QY es, capital begets more capital.

Butwha if you arerisk adverse or low in capital? Theadternaive to entrepreneurism and
investment, isto work hard and to put your nest egg in the Neopian bank. A 17 year-old
player, Sobek, described to ushow she earned almog all of her Neopoints throughChard
gaming,Oby which she meansrepditive play of the mini games on Neopés. She does not
play the stock market or gamble, butrather puts he hard-earned money into the bank.



Mimi: Sonowyou® hadsomething like three thousand points? Where do you keep your
money?

Sobé: You keep your money in thebank
Mimi: You hawe to use thebank?

Sobé: Yeah, because once a dayyou can get interest on thate | have more than
500000 Neopoints so 1n on diamond degpost gold or something andthat gives you a
better percentagethanthelower types of account.

Mimi: Soyou actually get a reasonabk amount?
Sobd: Yeah, butyou hawe to wait for awhile to get a reasonabk amount

But leaving ond3 Neopoints in the bank does not seem to provide an easy pathway to the
goodlife unlessyou are resolutely hard-working. Theinterest rates start off at apiddly 1
np aday, which the player mug manudly collect. Rich Dad, Poor Dad, navigding the
Neopian econony isalessonin howtherich ge richer in acapitalist system.

Thewealth generated throughthese different economic activities fuds the consumer
culture of Neopés tha centers on thebuying, selling, and exchange of Neopian items;
Neopds has created thousndsof items tha have arecommended Neopds vaue Mog of
these items have some kind of use value such as pet foodand toys, swordsand armor for
batle, medicines and hedling pations and fumiture to decorate one® Neo Home. But
these items are not al utilitarian and thar exchangevaluebwhat they sell for onthe open
market, is notdirectly tied to thar use value Each item has ararity score, and in generd,
items with a highe rarity score sell for more in the Neopian shopsand auctions For
example, all different kindsof food can satiate a Neopd, but eating certain kindsof rare
foods(with rarity index between 90-100) might qualify your pet for theruling class status
econorny of thegoumet club. Yes, economic capital can trandate into cultural capital
and there are many sources of cultural distinction.

In Sobek@ case, she spendsher hard-earned Neopoints on amassing an impressive
collection of pantbrushes, items tha allow you to pant your Neopds in different colors.
Themod coveted pantbrushes are anongthe mos expengve collectors items on thesite,
and players can use them to transform one&3 Neopet into a ghos, pirate, rainbowand
other holiday themes. While Sobek has used some of her pantbrushes on her Neopds,
shedisplays many othersin agdlery tha other can view and attributes their valueto
being Gomething of a status symbol.O

Who doesn®wantto hawe some randompet which they can paint? Painting petsisfun. |
don®knowwhy butit@ something of a status symbol. 1t&like yeah, | hawe a fire Neopet,
bad off. Not exactly like that, butanyway. Thewhole system of earning points through
simple garres, that@ fun. And you can buythingsandthere@ really no point to it but



that®3 also appealing, thatit® jus frivolousandyou can do whatever you want andyet
do so much.

Paintbrushes are jus oneamongmany items that enables players to cusomize thar pets
and ther online Neopian identities. Another player we interviewed, Akmalia, describes
her paticular fascinaion with the dark Darigan themed characters and style. When we
spoketo he shewas coveting the Darigan pantbrush to cusomize her Neopd, and had a
large picture of themalevolent looking Lord Darigan as her computer@3 screen saver.

Akmalia: Let me showyou the Dariganpaintbrush. [you gothrough] Explore, Meriddl,
Darigancitadd. Thisis, like, theplot that happeed a longtime ago, this guy versus
Meriddl. HisnaneisDarigan,theDariganpaintbrushE.

Mimi: Soyou@®e saving up for that?
Akmalia: Oh, yeah. Oh, yeah. @aus hejug looks so evil.
Mimi: Now, where do you get one€? You hawe to g& onethroughtheaudions?

Akmalia: | should showyou. | think1@®n, like, oneof thefive people that knows aboutthis
place. Fairy World BFairy Land, Fairy City. Now, hereitis. That@theportalto
Altador, thenew land. See, they hawe thearrows over nothing. 1t the hidden doorkE

Mimi: Youcanjug buyit?
Akmalia: If you hawe -
Mimi: Oh, it@ @nlyOL.4 million Neopoints.

Akmalia: Thisis, like, thereally rare stuff. Thisis, like, retired stuff and stuff that@
bandlookhowexpensve sone of this stuff is.

Othe players will invest their Neopoints into developing thar gdleries, shops and
homesto sell and display ther collections For example, Creolegyrl, who wonthe
Neohome spotlightin December 2005 bult an impressive 45 roomhome with heating,
security, wallpaper, insurance and has multiple stories. Theinterior walls werefilled
with pictures, flowers and other accessories such as chanddiers and marble floors and she
has multiple bedroons, bathroomns, a kitchen, library and even aguest hous. Like other
collectors, Creolegyrl has built up an extensve knowledgeof thefumniture and other
objects which she wants to acquire for her expanding home especially usngthe
Neohorme Spotlight boadswhere she and other players exchangedecorating tips, arrange
trades and exchangeknowledgeabouttheintricacies of homesteading in Neopia.

Theengine of wealth produdion and a differentiated consumer choice drives an
entrepreneuria player engagement which produees oneof the mos successful and active
gaming communities onthend. A net native media corporation, Neopés has a



relationship with thar player communities tha differ subgantially from traditional
children® media and the structure of schooling. Rather than spoonfeed stabilized
naratives, standadized facts, goodguysand bad guysto a passive mass of eyebdls,
Neopds, much like Pokemon, produees a pantheon of hundeds of characters amenable to
player cusomization. They providethefreedomand tools for players to author their own
naratives, publish fan art and fiction, play and communicate with oneanother. The
company notonly tolerates, but actively suppots players creating derivative works based
onther copyrighted material, building fan sites, and negotating the economic value of
different Neopian items.

In other words, Neopds has tapped into the gadden formula of media success for the
digital age Deep identification with media content is generated throughplayer level
customization, remix, and amateur cultural produdionN handing players the means of
cultural and economic produdion to make the content their own. Astronomic stickiness
scores are but the grossest measure of the depth of investments that players build into
thar Neopian portfolios

Conclusions

In this brief presentation, we have tried to illugrate a kid® eye view of what motivates
ongong engagement with Neopés as an environment for ongong, everyday labor,
investment, and consumer activity. We haven®had the chance to even begin to describe
other modes of engagement such as authoring or sodalizing. We@e chosen to focushere
on economnic activity in pat because oneof thedominant critiques of thesite has been in
NeopesObusness modd that relies on advertising and mechanisms for generating large
numbers of repeated visits and pageviews. In contrast to sites tha rely on amembership
moded for access, Neopdsis afree site tha embedshas traditiond banne typeadsas
well aswha they call immersive advertising Bprodud placement tha integrates real
world commercia produds into the Neopés environment. The mog notable of these
indudes aMcDondds stand which sells shakes and other fast fooditems cheaply.

When we ddve abit into kidsQectud engagement with Neopes, however, it is clear that
for players, commercial advertisingisapeiphaa dimenson of thar engagement in thar
site. Engagement with consumer culture on Neopds is more central to theplay mechanic
than exposure to ads even of theimmersive variety. On Neopds, consumer produds are
notsimply something tha is generated by adults and GnarketedOto gullible children.
Kidsparticipae themselves in the condruction of capitalist and consumer activity. The
public outcry of whether Neopds is engaging in problematic marketing to children seems
to miss the point of the degper sets of investmentsin capitalist systems tha are modded
by the central game mechanic of thesite.

So one story we could tell aboutNeopdsis abouthowit isaworld structured by the
relentless logic of individud acquisitivenessin a pog-indudrial econony of networked
value Kidsare benginduded into consumer culture both onlineand off. But in this, kids
are not mere dupes or passive victims of corporate interests. To fail to acknowliedgehow



Neopss is a venuefor kidsOmobilization and produdtive activity would risk missing
wha makes kidspourther energiesinto this Site.

We could also tell avery different story about Neopets tha conaernsthe empowerment of
children throughnew digital networking and remix tools which allow them to produce
sodally interactive and richly contextudized imagindive naratives. They arelearning
complex skills of soda and econonic negotiation, exchange leadership and achievement
outsidethenarowly predetermined structures of achievement set up by formal
educationd contexts.

Like mog interesting cultural artifacts, Neopds embodies contradictory tendendes.
While Neopds may reinforce the macro-economic tendendes of information age
capitalism, in thelocal lifeworldsof kidsit seems to have trandormative effects in the
micropolitics of intergenerationd relations Neopds bringsto kidsthe motivationsand
soda machinaionstha we bringto our adult lives: the accumulation of power, wealth,
statusand knowledge It is small wonde tha for many kidsthelife of Neopiahasa
certain sodal redlity to it tha thar academic exercises lack, a space of authorship and
activism for self-made Neopiansin a networked econony.
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