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Computing: Virtual worlds are being put to serious real-world
uses—and are starting to encounter some real-world problems

IT IS a typical example of the colonisa-
tion of anew frontier. A few intrepid ex-
plorers stake out some new, unexplored
territory. Before long the first settlers
move in and start to look for ways to
make a quick buck. Their success attracts
more settlers, and an unruly bonanza en-
sues; finally the policemen, lawyers and
tax collectors show up. But the territory
in questionisnot a new continent:itis
the realm of cyberspace, where two
developments suggest that virtual worlds
are coming of age. The firstis the emer-
gence of commercial uses for virtual
environments; the second is the advent
of litigation and regulation.

Many of the serious uses of virtual
worlds were on show ata conference
held in September at Coventry Univer-
sity in England. Aptly, people could also
take partin the conference by visiting an
online re-creation of the university’s Seri-
ous Games Institute, where they could
chat with other participants and watch
presentations. David Wortley, the insti-
tute’s director, says half those attending
did so this way. The focus of the confer-
ence was the application of computer-
game technologies and virtual environ-
ments to real-world business problems.

With the popularity of virtual worlds
such as Second Life and games such as
“World of Warcraft” and “Sims Online”,
companies, academics, health-care pro-
viders and the military are evaluating vir-

tual environments for use in training,
managementand collaboration. Superfi-
cially, such useslook alot like playing a
video game. “The thing that distinguishes
them from games is the outcome,” says
Mr Wortley. Rather than catering to vir-
tual thrill-seekers, the aim is to find new
ways for people to learn or work together.

Blitz Games, for example, the firm be-
hind “Karaoke Revolution” and other
games, has applieditstechnologyina
rather more serious field: the develop-
ment of a medical-triage simulator. The
ideais to use it to train paramedics, doc-
tors and firefighters in prioritising care
immediately after a disaster. “We are
simulating the scene of an explosionona
high street,” says Mary Matthews of
Blitz’s TruSim division. Players observe
the virtual patients and gauge their res-
piration, pallor, bleeding and level of dis-
tress; then they use this information to
determine which of them is in greatest
need, all against the clock. Each player’s
performance is scored according to anin-
dustry-recognised training protocol. Real-
life exercises could achieve the same ob-
jective, but the simulated environment
cuts costs and improves access.

The same technology can also be used
to simulate the more mundane environ-
ment of an office. PIXELearning, a British
company based in Coventry, has de-
veloped a simulator for a big interna-
tional accounting firm in order to train
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