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Virtual worlds are 3-D computer-mediated environments that offer rich visual interfaces and real-time communication with other

residents. Adolescents enter these worlds in the form of avatars – online digital personas that they create. As today’s youth effortlessly

move back and forth between their real and virtual environments we can only imagine the ramifications for identity formation. This

examines motivation for in-world participation, the potential impact and influence of these virtual playgrounds have on youth identity

formation (real and virtual) and how the residents of these worlds function as a reference group.
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SYMPOSIUM SUMMARY

Production and Reproduction of Consumer Culture in Virtual Communities
Aron Darmody, York University, Canada

Ryszard Kedzior, Swedish School of Economics and Business Administration, Finland

SESSION OVERVIEW
The emergence of consumer culture is rooted in the fact that

consumption became a central facet of modern life. In order to
understand consumer behavior in contemporary society it is neces-
sary to explore the myriad consumer practices through which
consumer culture is (re)produced. Such practices can be studied on
the individual, societal or institutional levels, and consumer culture
can also be viewed as both a material consequence and a symbolic
representation of consumer actions. Many of the most recent and
significant developments within consumer culture have been
Internet-related phenomena such as online brand communities,
social networking sites and consumer-inhabited virtual worlds. In
this session we explore issues pertaining to the (re)production of a
consumer culture by looking at consumer-constructed virtual iden-
tities, new interactive contexts of brand-consumer relationships
and alternative regimes of materiality present in digital environ-
ments. Following is a presentation of the main themes covered in
this symposium:

Online Identity Performance and Maintenance
As evidenced by previous research (e.g. Turkle 1995; Markham

1998) virtual environments represent a potent stage for identity
construction and identity play. Much like in the offline world,
consumers use marketplace resources such as brands and ideolo-
gies to represent their Selves online. Schau and Gilly (2003) for
instance, demonstrate how consumers use brands and hyperlinks to
create multiple non-linear cyber self-representations. However,
recent developments in social networking sites (SNSs) and virtual
worlds have presented consumers with myriad of other opportuni-
ties to pursue their virtual identity projects. Consumers online act
as cultural bricoleurs mixing and matching different forms of
digital cultural resources in order to create narratives of their
identity. Consumer-generated as well as market-produced content
constitutes the core of popular web platforms such as YouTube or
Second Life. These examples attest to the significance of under-
standing consumer behavior in virtual environments, hence this
track explores different practices that consumers employ to orient
themselves in a new virtual reality.

Mapping Out Digital Materiality
Non-physical aspects of consumption play increasingly im-

portant roles in many facets of the economy, including production
(i.e. as evident in the Post-Fordist shift from structured manufactur-
ing to flexible, information-driven service industries), but also in
the constitution of brand value (Arvidsson 2006), and of commod-
ity value (which has become ever more dependent on non-material
components such as aesthetics). The valorization of product and
service experiences as means to achieving competitive advantage
serves as a good illustration of this process (e.g. Pine and Gilmore
1999). In addition, the notions of the society of spectacle (Debord
1994[1967]) and hyperreality (Baudrillard 1983[1970]) demon-
strate how the non-material composition of consumption is re-
flected in the fact that consumers frequently encounter products
only in the form of mediated representations such as marketing
communications (advertising), or other pop-culture outlets (TV
shows, magazines). Moreover, in the information economy, even

the traditionally tangible processes of production are increasingly
governed by non-material functions involving knowledge, science,
expertise, systems, planning and cybernetic skills. Contemporary
consumption can be characterized by growing dematerialization of
objects and commodities (Slater 1997). Taking as a starting point
digital materiality of the virtual world (i.e. Second Life) we
problematize new materialities which are beginning to dominate
our contemporary culture.

Understanding the Impact of Consumer-Generated Content
for Cultivating the Brand-Consumer Relationship in the
Marketplace

Consumer-generated content on the Internet provides abun-
dant and valuable resources for marketers and brands to better
understand current consumer practices and to more accurately
predict emergent ones. The new technology not only provides an
expanding array of platforms on which consumers can share their
opinions and concerns, but it also facilitates closer and more
engaging ongoing relationships between consumers and brands
(Cova and Pace 2006; Muniz and O’Guinn 2001). Within this
relationship the consumer is more empowered and granted a more
influential and active voice in the process of brand-meaning con-
struction and (re)positioning (Muniz and Schau 2005). Moreover,
in virtual communities such as Second Life and social networking
sites (SNSs) like Facebook, self-organizing consumers are
(re)producing consumer culture through individual and multi-level
group interactions. In many instances, brands and other market-
place symbols can play important roles in developing and reinforc-
ing individual consumer identities, and in providing substance for
online consumer community formation. Current consumer prac-
tices in the virtual world create new opportunities for marketers and
their brands to activate consumers and engage them in brand-
consumer relationships beyond the existing website-based brand
communities.

Changing Socialscapes as the result of the Intersection between
Offline and Online Reality

Since the emergence of the Internet we have seen a steady
extension of consumption into new digital domains as consumers
are living more and more of their lives online. Tremendous amounts
of time online are spent on activities such as shopping, social-
networking, gaming, socializing, dating and working. Social net-
working sites (SNSs) such as Facebook, Myspace and Bebo, and
virtual worlds such as Second Life, have in recent years grown to
become some of the most important sites for consumer interactivity
(largely self-organized) on the web. Many online consumer activi-
ties are now being enacted on the burgeoning range of virtual
worlds and SNSs, which have become powerful vehicles for self
presentation, impression management, friendship performance and
relationship management (boyd and Ellison 2007). We explore how
consumers use different digital cultural resources in SNSs and
virtual worlds to such ends, as well as to investigate how they
facilitate the continuous convergence of online and offline con-
sumer social relationships. As these sites have become an indis-
pensable part of our society, we seek to illustrate how the bound-
aries between offline and online realities merge.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACTS

“I Get by with a Little Help from My Friends: Consumer
Creativity in Virtual Communities”

Aron Darmody, York University, Canada
Eric P. H. Li, York University, Canada

The market offers myriad opportunities for consumers’ cre-
ative expression, from how they appropriate cultural and market-
place resources for their identity projects (Holt 2002; Holt and
Thompson 2004), how they actively localize the global (e.g.
Kjeldgaard and Askegaard 2006) to how they re-imagine consump-
tion spaces and play within them (Kozinets et al. 2004). However,
the topic of consumer creativity has not been the core focus of these
studies. Instead, the majority of extant consumer creativity research
has been focused on consumer creativity in problem-solving con-
texts (e.g. Burroughs and Mick 2004; Hirschman 1980).

In one of the first and most enduringly influential studies on
the topic, Hirschman (1980) defined consumer creativity as “the
problem-solving capability possessed by an individual that may be
applied toward solving consumption–related problems” (p.286).
Subsequent consumer creativity studies have closely adhered to
that early conceptualization, wherein consumers are creative when
they are required to respond to an impediment in a problem-solving
context: when a problem arises, and no preexisting solution exists,
the consumer must creatively construct a solution (Burroughs and
Mick 2004; Dahl and Moreau 2002; Hirschman 1983; Moreau and
Dahl 2005; Ridgway and Price 1994). Recent contributions in this
vein include depiction of how analogical thinking by consumers
facilitates originality in concept ideation and design (Dahl and
Moreau 2002), and how input constraints influence the way in
which consumers process information during a creative task and

can lead to instances of increased creativity (Moreau and Dahl
2005). Additionally, Burroughs and Mick (2004) investigated
antecedents to and consequences of creative consumption. Their
findings showed that two person-based antecedents (metaphoric
thinking ability and locus of control) and two situation-based
antecedents (situational involvement and time constraints) influ-
ence creative consumption, and the consequence of higher levels of
creativity in response to a consumption problem leads to increased
positive affect, including feelings of increased accomplishment,
satisfaction, pride and confidence (Burroughs and Mick 2004).

Although varied in focus and scope extant consumer creativity
studies share two other interrelated features beyond the common
problem-solving perspective. Firstly, the overwhelming focus in
consumer creativity is on consumers’ cognitive processes during
the creative undertaking (Dahl, Chattopadhyay and Gorn 1999;
Moreau and Dahl 2005). Secondly, the overarching focus of this
research stream has been on the single consumer as a creative
individual, and analyses within it concentrated on the inputs and
outcomes of a consumer’s particularized creative endeavors (e.g.
Burroughs and Mick 2004; Moreau and Dahl 2005).

In our present study we seek to extend the notion of consumer
creativity beyond that which is conventional in consumer research
as we move from a predominantly individual-focused view of
consumer creativity to one that more adequately accounts for
dynamic and social aspects of the creative process (Berkun 2007;
Csikszentmihalyi 1996, 2006; Gruber 1974; John-Steiner 1997).
Indeed sociocultural approaches to examining creativity and cre-
ative lives are commonplace in other disciplines as “[researchers]
became increasingly constrained by theories that limited them to an
individual focus (John-Steiner 1997, p. xviii). As Csikszentmihalyi
(2006) highlights, psychologists tend to see creativity exclusively
as a mental process, but creativity is as much a cultural and social
as it is a psychological event, and what we call creativity is not the
product of atomized individuals, but of social systems making
judgments about individual’s products.

In a departure from individual-centric consumer creativity
research, we focus on creativity as manifest in more interactive
social settings to investigate how consumer creativity is expressed
at a communal level in the rich social contexts of the virtual world
Second Life. In so doing, we also demonstrate that consumer
creativity transgresses reactively responding to encountered ob-
stacles (Collins and Amabile 1999). Second Life is a site of immense
creativity in which consumers are actively encouraged and enabled
to create their own applications and experiences through the provi-
sion of user-friendly creative tools and templates. Creativity is no
longer the sole purvey of those with highly developed web design
skills (Ondrejka 2007), but is notionally available to all users. Users
create the entirety of the world in action. Moreover, collaboration
is commonplace within this virtual spaces as consumers collec-
tively generate information and create digital artefacts (Evans
2007; Ondrejka 2007).

In this study we draw on Csikszentmihalyi’s (2006) theory of
creativity. In his conceptualization, creativity is a process that can
be observed where individuals, domains (a cultural, or symbolic,
aspect of the environment) and fields (social aspects of the environ-
ment) interact. By adopting this perspective we seek to address
some of the following: what constitutes consumer creativity within
interactive virtual worlds; what motivates consumer creativity
within these worlds; what are the consequences of this altered
conceptualization of creativity for understanding consumer behav-
ior; and what are the implications of these creative consumer
networks to companies in general (e.g. Tapscott and Williams
2006).
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In pursuing the goal of this study, we employ netographic
methods (Kozinets 2002) which examines consumer creative prac-
tices online. Netnography necessitates an ongoing deep engage-
ment within the context of study (Kozinets 2002). Data used for this
project comprised Blog postings on the official Second Life Forum
and more than six months of in-world participant observation.

Through this study we hope to stimulate discussion and
present a research agenda for those interested in consumer creativ-
ity and virtual communities from a sociocultural perspective, as
well as to shed some insight on the adoption of SNSs and virtual
worlds play in consumer creativity.

References
Berkun, Scott (2007), The Myths of Innovation, Sebastopol, CA:

O’Reilly Media.
Burroughs, James E. and David Glen Mick (2004), “Exploring

Antecedents and Consequences of Consumer Creativity in a
Problem-Solving Context, Journal of Consumer Research,
31 (September), 402-411.

Collins, Mary Ann and Teresa M. Amabile (1999), “Motivation
and Creativity,” in Handbook of Creativity, ed. Robert J.
Sternberg, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 297-
312.

Csikszentmihalyi, Mihaly (1996), Creativity: Flow and the
Psychology of Discovery and Invention, New York:
HarperCollins.

             (2006), “A Systems Perspective on Creativity”, in
Creative Management and Development, ed. Jane Henry,
London: Sage Publications.

Dahl, Darren W., Amitava Chattopadhyay and Gerald J, Gorn
(1999), “The Use of Visual Mental Imagery in New Product
Design”, Journal of Marketing Research, 36 (February), 18-
28.

             and Page Moreau (2002), “The Influence and Value of
Analogical Thinking During New Product Ideation,” Journal
of Marketing Research, 39 (February), 47–60.

Evans, Philip (2007), “A Silicon Silicon Valley? (Virtual
Innovation and Virtual Geography)”, Innovations: Technol-
ogy, Governance, Globalization, 2, 3, 55-61.

Gruber, Howard E. (1974), Darwin on Man: A Psychological
Study of Scientific Creativity, New York: Dutton.

Hirschman, Elizabeth (1980), “Innovativeness, Novelty Seeking,
and Consumer Creativity,” Journal of Consumer Research, 1
(December), 283-95.

             (1983), “Consumer Intelligence, Creativity, and
Consciousness: Implications for Consumer Protection and
Education,” Journal of Public Policy and Marketing, 2 (1),
153-70.

Holt, Douglas B. (2002), “Why Do Brands Cause Trouble? A
Dialectical Theory of Consumer Culture and Branding,”
Journal of Consumer Research, 29 (June), 70–90.

             and Craig J. Thompson (2004), “Man-of-Action Heroes:
The Pursuit of Heroic Masculinity in Everyday Consump-
tion,” Journal of Consumer Research, 31 (September), 425-
40.

John-Steiner, Vera (1997), Notebooks of the Mind: Explorations
of Thinking Revised Edition, New York: Oxford University
Press.

Kjeldgaard, Dannie and Søren Askegaard (2006), “The
Glocalization of Youth Culture: The Global Youth Segment
as Structures of Common Difference”, Journal of Consumer
Research, 33 (September) 231-247.

Kozinets, Robert V. (2002), “The Field Behind the Screen:
Using Netnography for Marketing Research in Online
Communities,” Journal of Marketing Research, 39 (Febru-
ary), 61-72.

            , John F. Sherry Jr., Diana Storm, Adam Duhachek,
Krittinee Nuttavuthisit, and Benet Deberry-Spence (2004),
“Ludic Agency and Retail Spectacle,” Journal of Consumer
Research, 31 (December), 658–73.

Moreau, C. Page and Darren W. Dahl (2005), “Designing the
Solution: The Impact of Constraints on Consumer Creativ-
ity,” Journal of Consumer Research, 32 (June), 13–22.

Ondrejka, Cory (2007), “Collapsing Geography Second Life,
Innovation and the Future of National Power”, Innovations:
Technology, Governance, Globalization, 2, 3, 27-54.

Ridgway, Nancy M. and Linda L. Price (1994), “Exploration in
Product Usage: A Model of Use Innovativeness”, Psychology
and Marketing, 11, 1, 69-84.

Tapscott, Don and Anthony D. Williams (2006), Wikinomics:
How mass collaboration changes everything, New York:
Portfolio.

“Mapping Out Digital Materiality–Insights for Consumer
Research”

Richard Kedzior, HANKEN, Finland
Theorizations of materiality are central to the cultural under-

standing of consumer behavior, thus much of researchers’ interest
has been devoted to studying subject-object relations in different
contexts such as material possession attachment (Schultz Kleine
and Mezel Baker 2004), extended-self (Belk 1988), or object
meanings (Richins 1994). The importance of materiality for con-
sumer research is hinging on the notion that objects take active part
in a subject’s identity construction, therefore consumer selves can
be transformed, created, expressed, or emancipated in relation to
objects and contexts in consumer culture (Borgerson 2005). In
other words, the consumer ‘self’ emerges through consumption
practices and the objects involved in them, and consumption is a
process through which human beings materialize or objectify
values and meanings, resolve conflicts and paradoxes (Miller
1987).

To date, however, theorizations of materiality in consumer
research have predominantly assumed the physicality (tangibility)
of the object of consumption neglecting growing dematerialization
of consumables accompanied by the development of technology
(Slater 1997). This is a considerable omission given that the advent
and proliferation of the internet has resulted in digitized equivalents
of books, photographs and music encroaching on the realm of
everyday consumption and exposing consumers to a new regime of
materiality. Many goods which were once tangible have now lost
their physical referent and become accessible solely as representa-
tions. With few exceptions (e.g. Siddiqui and Turley 2006) conse-
quences of such process for consumer research remain largely
unexplored. As also noted in the previous literature, an inquiry into
materiality must expand to encompass various dimensions of
change brought about by technology (Sherry 2000). Therefore, this
paper introduces and problematizes the notion of digital materiality
as an altered regime of materiality observable in a virtual world.

In building an understanding of digital materiality this
conceptualization benefits from evidence gathered during a
netnographic study (Kozinets 2002) conducted in Second Life over
the period of four months. Second Life is an online three-dimen-
sional virtual world where elements of reality merge with fantasy
and its residents live their virtual lives through animated represen-
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tations called avatars. Being highly immersive, this environment
represents a lively consumption space that is home to all possible
manifestations of consumerism such as consumer activism, resis-
tance and consumer creativity. Existence in Second Life can be
conceived of as an exemplar of hyperreality where members of the
culture realize, construct and live the simulation (Firat and Venkatesh
1995). The distinctive value of Second Life as a site of this inquiry
stems from the fact that it epitomizes the idea of digital materiality,
as not only is the object of consumption is digitized and intangible,
but the consuming subject as avatar is also an intangible represen-
tation in the virtual world.

This paper delineates the concept of digital materiality in three
steps. First, in order to position the concept within the context of
consumer research, it reviews other consumption phenomena that
entail a non-material object of consumption such as consumer
fantasies (Holbrook and Hirschman, 1982; Martin 2004), con-
sumption dreams (d’Astous and Deschênes 2005) and vicarious
exploration (Stell and Paden 1999). Research, in which the tangibil-
ity of consumption objects has been transcended, has convention-
ally looked at symbolic aspects of consumption or aspects of
consumer fantasy and imagination. In those cases, however the
non-material object of consumption usually has a physical referent
that can act as a locus for the meaning. Objects in digital materiality
differ significantly, as even though they might have their physical
referents, they do not require them in order to exist.

Second, in order to illustrate the significance of digital mate-
riality for consumers this study adopts a symbolic interactionist
view of material identity while analyzing the meaning of consump-
tion practices and experiences in Second Life. In this perspective,
possessions as material symbols of identity can exist in three types
of social reality (Dittmar 1992). Objective social reality is concep-
tualized as the objective world existing outside of the individual, i.e.
objects posses ‘hard’ quantitative and various qualitative character-
istics. Next, symbolic social reality consists of any form of sym-
bolic expression of the world in which we live in and encompasses
three important symbol systems of language, non-verbal communi-
cation and material objects (which can symbolically communicate
the personal qualities of individuals). When both objective and
symbolic worlds are internalized a subjective social reality is
created and represented as each individual’s awareness and under-
standing. Simplifying, it can be said that symbolic social reality
represents a societal level of analysis while subjective social reality
corresponds to an individual level.

Finally, by bringing in evidence from other fields such as
library studies (Manoff 2006) and visual arts (Sasson 2004) this
investigation exposes “the tactile fallacy”. This is the logical fallacy
to treat objects of consumption within digital materiality as being
immaterial instead of intangible. Data gathered in situ also support
the deconstruction of false dichotomies such as virtual versus real
in terms of consumption experiences in Second Life. One of the
major findings indicates that consumers perceive their consump-
tion in Second Life as real because they interpret this lived experi-
ence within the context of the virtual world. In other words, their
subjectivity moved along the confines of digital materiality.

This study addresses recent concerns in conceptualizing ma-
teriality in consumer research which resulted from the proliferation
of the internet and information technologies in consumers’ daily
lives. By introducing and delineating the notion of digital material-
ity as an alternative regime of materiality as experienced by
consumers in a virtual world, this research aims to sensitize re-
searchers to careful conceptualizations of different aspects of non-
material consumption.
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“Virtually Me: Youth Consumers and Their Online Identi-
ties”

Natalie Wood, Saint Joseph’s University, USA
Lan Nguyen Chaplin, University of Arizona, USA
Michael Solomon, Saint Joseph’s University, USA

Identity exploration is an essential developmental task for
adolescents (Erikson 1963; Harter 1999; Marcia 1993). Tradition-
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ally, it was family and friends who served as a reference for identity
exploration. Today, the internet affords adolescents many new and
exciting opportunities to experiment with their identities (Katz and
Rice 2002; Rheingold 1993; Smith and Kollock 1999; Stern 2004;
Subrahmanyam, Smahel and Greenfield 2006; Turkle 1995). Online
experimentation often occurs both in the presence, and with the aid
of people they have never, and may never meet in the real world.
Technologies like social networking sites (e.g. Facebook), chat
rooms and blogs receive the majority of attention. However, much
of the real action actually takes place in sophisticated virtual worlds
such as MTV’s The Virtual Hills, Gaia Online and Kaneva.

Individuals enter virtual worlds in the form of avatars–online
digital personas that they create. In these worlds they socialize with
each other, play games, watch videos, shop and tryout different
personas. Participation rates are staggering–Habbo Hotel targets 13
-18 year olds and boasts over 100 million registered users and over
10 million unique users each month (Sulake Coproration 2008).
Gaia Online attracts more than 5 million unique visitors each month
with 500,000 of their members logging in for an average of two
hours per day (Gaia Interactive Inc 2008). By 2011 an estimated
53% of children and teen internet users will be experimenting with
their virtual selves in these environments (“Kids” 2007).

As today’s youth effortlessly move back and forth between
their real and virtual environments, we can only imagine the
ramifications for identity formation. These virtual playgrounds
allow for experimentation and self exploration at an extraordinary
level of realism. Experimenting with possible selves (see Markus
and Nurius 1989) can be undertaken in a short period of time, in a
relatively safe environment, with minimal effort and little or no
expense.

 To date a small number of researchers have investigated the
relationship between online identity and offline social comparison
and self concept, but with mixed results (see Caplan 2005; Harman,
Hansen, Cochran and Lindsey 2005; Matsuba, 2006). The most
recent study by Valkenburg and Jochen (2008) examined adoles-
cents who use the internet for chat or instant messaging. Their
findings revealed that 50 percent of users are motivated to engage
in internet-based identity experiments to satisfy their desire for self-
exploration (to investigate how others react), social compensation
(to overcome shyness) and social facilitation (to facilitate relation-
ship formation).

The purpose of this study is to examine, motivation for in-
world participation, the potential impact and influence these virtual
playgrounds have on youth identity formation (real and virtual) and
how the residents of these worlds function as a reference group. To
explore these issues we choose to complete a netnographic (online
ethnography) study (see Kozinets 1998, 2002) of popular teenage
virtual worlds. Our first step involved developing a list of specific
research questions and identifying appropriate virtual environ-
ments for investigation. MTV Network currently operates eight
teenage virtual worlds. We selected two worlds that exhibit high
levels of traffic and between member interactions –Virtual Laguna
Beach and The Virtual Hills.

The second step was to have our researchers join and fully
participate in both of these worlds on a regular basis. Three
researchers engaged in over 5 hours of virtual world familiariza-
tion/orientation. They then spent over 16 hours (1 hour per day, at
various times of the day and night over a 2 month period) observing
in-world behavior and taking reflective/introspective field notes
and photographs. Finally they completed 7 in-world interviews
with in-world residents. The reported age of respondents was 15-21
and each interview lasted 45-60 minutes. Data was first analyzed
independently by each researcher and then jointly to identify major

findings based on frequency of occurrence (between and within
subjects).

Motivation for participation included meeting real and virtual
friends, to escape real life or find a better one, and to behave in a way
that they cannot, or do not feel comfortable doing in real life. We
observed a significant amount of role playing with many people
owning more than one avatar, sometimes with different personas.
Residents verbally and behaviorally adopt the persona of their
avatar. For instance, one person was dressed in “country” attire
(wearing denim and boots) and started a conversation with “Hey
ya’ll.” Five of the seven people interviewed indicated that their
avatar appearance was partially based on acceptance–the need to
belong. Furthermore, screen names are commonly used to express
a desirable aspect of the self (e.g. Nakedsurfgod)

In terms of identity formation possessions (virtual cars, cloth-
ing etc) are used as signals and symbolic representations of real or
ideal selves. Groups of similar looking avatars tend to hang out
together and are generally less friendly than groups of avatars with
diverse appearances. It appears that a unified appearance acts as a
code signifying membership to a specific group and members of
these “in-groups” are very intolerant of new people (referred to as
Noobs) who are usually recognizable by their standardized appear-
ance and wardrobe. Furthermore, they use ridicule (bullying) as a
way of setting boundaries for group membership.

All of the residents interviewed alluded to the fact that they are
less confident in the real world and the environment gave them the
confidence to express themselves. Several commented that they see
themselves as being more outgoing in-world and in some cases this
virtual confidence gives them real life confidence.

In conclusion we find that in virtual environments identity and
acceptance is very important and owning the right assortment of
virtual possessions is essential for fitting in. Just as in the real world
a social ranking system exists and virtual bullying is common.
These virtual worlds give people greater freedom and confidence to
act out without any serious repercussions. Future research should 1.
Explore the role of brands and how products are used to form and
manage impressions of the self 2. Examine how in-world relation-
ships are developed, how they differ from, and how they impact
relationships found in the real-world, 3. Examine the relationship
between identity formation via virtual worlds and psychological
well-being.
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“Pursuit of the Sacred in the Era of Infantilization: A Multi-
sited Ethnography of Online Gaming in China”
Jeff Wang, City University of Hong Kong, China
Xin Zhao, University of Hawaii at Manoa, USA
Gary Bamossy, Georgetown University, USA

Most studies of online gaming and virtual communities have
focused on identities issues and examined how the virtual world has
offered unprecedented opportunities for reconstructing identities
(Castronova 2005, 2007; Meadows 2008). In this paper, we take a
different approach and examine how online gaming has contributed
to and reflected the infantilization of society, through a netnographic
inquiry of the sacred and profane in online gaming (Belk, Wallendorf,
and Sherry 1989; Barber 2007). From American kidults, German
Nesthocker, Italian Mamoone, Japanese Freeter, to Indian Zippies
and French Tanguy, a rising infantilist ethos that encourages and
legitimizes childishness is gaining momentum around the world.
This market-generated infantilization induces puerility in adults
and preserves a sense of childishness in children trying to grow up.
An infantilist culture prefers play over work, instant gratification
over long-term satisfaction, feeling over reason, picture over word,
easy over hard, simple over complex, and fast over slow. The
infantilization of society is tied closely to the demands of a global
economy and its ethos has become the major ideology sustaining
consumer capitalism (Barber 2007). However, the nature, causes,
and consequences of infantilization have only been examined

within Western societies. China’s rise toward the most populated
consumer society offers an unprecedented opportunity to examine
this thesis, especially when the one-child policy has left hundreds
of millions of families with their focus on the needs of little
emperors (Jing 2000).

One of the most significant findings in consumer research is
the sacred and profane evoked by consumption (Belk, Wallendorf,
and Sherry 1989).The sacred is the opposite to what is ordinary and
part of everyday life, and it refers to what is extraordinary and
significant. The sacred is often beyond rationalization and can only
be comprehended through devotion. It evokes momentary ecstatic
experiences, in which one temporarily feels he or she stands outside
his or her self. Anything could become sacred and sacredness is an
investment process, in which consumers actively seek to separate
ordinary objects from the world of the profane and to create sacred
meanings in their lives (Belk, Wallendorf, and Sherry 1989). A
material object can be sacralized through ritual, pilgrimage, quin-
tessence, gift-giving, collecting, inheritance, and external sanction.
However, these previously studied processes of sacralization focus
on the transformation of existing material objects or places into the
sacred. They emphasize having and being as a mode of experienc-
ing the sacred. Although it has been noted that the investment of
labor plays an important role in transforming the ordinary into the
sacred, and how such experiences can become sacred is not ex-
plored. It is also unclear whether or not consumers’ gaming expe-
riences in the virtual world can be sacred and if so, whether or not
the sacralization of intangible virtual possessions takes similar
trajectories. We seek to address these theoretical gaps with
netnographic inquiries of the online gaming in China, and within
Barber’s framework of an infantilized society (Barber 2007).

We conducted depth-interviews with both experienced and
amateur gamers in urban China during our multisited ethnographic
fieldwork from December 2006 to December 2007. We talked to
gamers in Internet Cafes, their homes, game sweatshops, and cafes
where they often gathered. We interviewed thirty five informants,
including not only gamers, but also game developers, reporters
covering the game for newspapers, and managers of Internet Cafes.
Our research sites covered a wide region in both southern and
northern China, and both coastal areas and inner cities, including
Beijing, Changchun, Guangzhou, Nanjing, Shanghai, and Shenzhen.
Our informants ranged from fifteen-year old teenagers and to adults
in their late 40s. Some were affluent young consumers whereas
others were poor and played the game in order to sell virtual
possessions to make a living. This diversity of different gamers
helps to enrich our understanding of what it means to participate in
the game world. The interviews started with grand tour questions
about personal background, interests, history of online gamine, life
objects, and then were followed by questions about gaming expe-
riences (McCracken 1988; Thompson 1997). The interviews lasted
from forty-five minutes to three hours. All interviews were digitally
recorded and supplemented by extensive field notes, photographs
of gamers playing in Internet Café, and videos of on-site observa-
tion. They were then transcribed and analyzed through a systematic
and iterate process (Arnould and Wallendorf 1994; Spiggle 1994).
Each individual interview was taken as an idiographic illustration
of a culturally shared system of meanings, similar to previous
research (e.g. Holt 2002; Mick and Buhl 1992; Thompson 1997).
Initial analysis has generated rich insights about the virtual world of
online gaming that we will present at the symposium.

The marketplace has long been associated with a carnivalesque
atmosphere, fantastic and sensuous experience, and with the possi-
bility of magical self-transformation through purchase in a fluid and
anonymous social setting (Lears 1994). In China, the popularity of
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online gaming has contributed to the creation of a carnivalesque
culture (Twitchell 1992), in which communist creed that represses
play in the name of self-sacrifice and hard work has been replaced
with the new consumerist ethos that encourages playfulness and an
obsession with youthful spontaneity and rebellion as also seen in
Western society’s theme parks, shopping malls, urban architecture,
and advertising (Barber 2007). Accompanying the rise of consum-
erism there is often a sense of loss (Giddens 1991), and a yearning
for the sacred (Ritzer 1999), for which consumption is celebrated as
a form of compensation. Online games provide an ideal arena in
which gamers can experience an idealized past and the sacred lost.
Different games emphasize different values and offer a wide range
of psychological remedies for everyday problems faced by Chinese
gamers. The variety of experiences sought after in online games
goes well beyond excitement, novelty, and relaxation. Although
appearing profane and unimportant to others, the avatar’s sacred-
ness undoubtedly manifests itself to its creator and many gamers we
interviewed. Online gaming is a play of conflicting values that offer
psychological remedies for a lost sense of achievement and other
desirable values in real world. Online games constitute a liminal
space through which gamers seek a transcendental sacred experi-
ence and in which the rite of passage of identity cultivation takes
place in the new tribal society (Maffesoli 1996).
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