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Background

Real Lives is a first-person simulation of life in any of 192 countries. The user plays a character that is born somewhere in the world, either based on statistics or by choice, and lives an entire life from birth until death, making all important life decisions for the simulated character.  

Circumstances encountered in Real Lives cover the gamut of human experience, including family issues, health, finances, education, work issues, human rights, citizenship, moral choices, war, crime, natural disasters, romantic relationships, and raising children and more.  All decisions made by the user affect the way the character's life plays out.  A practically unlimited number of lives and circumstances can be generated, enough that one could play Real Lives continuously for decades and never get the same character twice. Circumstances in the simulation are based on real-world statistics.

Real Lives' History and Development

Work on Real Lives began in late 1996.  Real Lives' developer, Bob Runyan, was lying awake at night thinking about the many limitations of the board game “The Game of Life”.  Wouldn't it be great if there were a simulation of life decisions that was more realistic?  In “The Game of Life” all players start off with the same chances, but that is not true of real life.  What if there were a game that reflected reality more accurately and gave players a sense of the great inequities in living conditions and opportunities in the world?  What if you could simulate more of the important decisions in life without trivializing them and give users the chance to experiment with different life choices?  These were the initial thoughts that drove the design and development of the Real Lives.

Real Lives 1.0 was released in 2002. Subsequent releases included Real Lives 1.1, Real Lives 2004, Real Lives 2007, and the current Real Lives 2010, released in August 2009.  All work on Real Lives through Real Lives 2007 was done by Bob Runyan.  For Real Lives 2010 outside developers were brought in to develop 3D graphics and a new user interface.  Neeti Solutions, a company in Pune, India, did much of the 3D graphics and most of the user interface work.

Features

Real Lives 2010 features 3D animated graphics of the faces of all characters in the simulation.  It also includes family trees, graphs of character-related data and country data, and integration with Google maps and Flickr photos.  Millions of characters are possible, thousands of real world data points contribute to the calculations that drive the simulation, and most major life decisions are included in the simulation.  Decisions in Real Lives include:

what to spend one's time on

how hard to work in school

issues of conscience

what to study

whether to pursue romantic relationships with other characters

what kind of career to pursue

how to manage personal finances

investments

how to react to workplace issues

how to react to family issues

whether to try to emigrate

whether to marry and whom to marry

whether to have children

and many more

The user may choose to be born based on statistics (so by default it is more likely one will be born in India than in the United States, and the chances are one will be born poor), or the user can design the character, choosing the location of birth, whether the character is male or female, urban or rural, and the character's pre-disposition for various traits.

Technology

Real Lives is written primarily in Delphi for the Windows platform.  There is some C++ in the 3D graphics code.  The code is organized modularly and is quite adaptable.  User interface code is distinct from the game engine, so portability is facilitated.  The code comprises about 220,000 lines.

Issues Covered

Real Lives includes a screen that enables users (or teachers) to turn off and on all of the various issues covered in the simulation.  Here is that screen:
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By default, Real Lives considers all of the above issues. Uncheck an issue in order to have Real Lives avoid it
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Level of Detail

Much of the detail in Real Lives is only apparent after playing the simulation many times.  Real Lives includes:

over 4000 locations worldwide.

statistics for over 100 different diseases from the World Health Organization for morbidity and mortality by age group and world region.

almost 200 different job types modeled with pay ranges by region, ease of getting the job, educational, experience and other requirements.

name generation in 40 languages, including thousands of surnames and given names and tens of thousands of name combinations.

a database of approximately 200 indicators for 192 countries

User Interface

Real Lives' user interface has five main screen (or tabs): 

The Self tab, which includes a 3D animated face of the main character, the main character's characteristics, a zoomable, cloud free satellite image of the region where the character lives, and a scrollable, editable diary of the character's life.

The Family tab, which includes information about the family's well being and financial status, the main character's family tree, with 3D graphics of each family member and extended family member's face, and information about each character's status.

The Action tab, from which the user may initiate actions for the character in any of the following areas: Education, Career, Finance, Love & Relationships, Residence, Leisure Activities.

The Country tab, which integrates Google Maps, Flickr photos, the Lonely Planet guide and Wikipedia article for the country and includes graphs of many of the country's statistics in three main areas: Political, Societal, Health.

The Stats tab, which graphs the character's characteristics and finances as they change over time.

Limitations

Because Real Lives attempts to depict life and life decisions in any part of the world, it necessarily faces limitations in the accuracy and variety of statistics it uses.  Some statistics are impossible to acquire or have never been gathered.  Real Lives interpolates data from similar countries when a statistic is not available directly.  Sometimes providing adequate variety is problematic.  For example, there are an estimated 7000 to 8000 human languages and it would be a life's work to try to generate accurate names for all of those languages.  Real Lives generates names in 40 languages and this provides enough variety for a realistic, but not strictly accurate, experience.

Directions for Future Development

Because Real Lives attempts to depict human life and decisions in all their complexity, there is practically no end to great ideas for enhancements to the gameplay experience, especially in the area of decisions.  Future versions will add to the number and variety of compelling decisions the user will make for the character.

A big request from Social Studies teachers has been to create a historical version or Real Lives that would enable the user to live not just anywhere in the world, but at any time.  This is feasible (though it would require even more extrapolation and guesswork than are present in the current-day Real Lives).  It would require an estimated two person years of work to implement.

An important near-term direction for Real Lives development is to create a web version of the simulation.  This would enable users to play Real Lives from non-Windows machines and would open up the possibility of a multi-player version of the simulation.

Flexibility of Real Lives “Engine”

Real Lives runs on a simple and powerful programming model that could be adapted for simulation of any data-intensive system that moves forward in time with or without user input.

