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Virtual worlds offer limitless play and opportunity to live out fantasy and desires absolved from real life constraints. As such, millions

of people are affiliated with virtual worlds. Members of these online communities customize avatars that mimic real life activities such

as shopping, socializing as well as a myriad of other endeavors. This study focuses on one of the most rapidly growing virtual worlds,

Second Life (SL). We aim to uncover what drives virtual consumption and how these experiences play out in the virtual setting while

exploring the self-concept. Firstly, our paper aims to uncover consumption trends via qualitative research. Secondly, from these

responses, we develop a survey instrument and collect data from virtual world residents. Preliminary results suggest that in SL one can

explore self while living out desires and seemingly unattainable dreams.
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results show that the silent feeling task was successful in strengthening affectively-based attitudes, facilitating accurate comparison of
the persistence of affectively- and cognitively-based attitudes.
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Introduction
Millions of people currently have accounts in virtual worlds such as Second Life (SL). Members of these online communities

customize avatars that can mimic real world activities such as shopping, socializing at a bar, going to the beach, driving a car, engaging
in an intimate relationship as well as countless of other endeavors. In a commercial website, avatars enhance a shopping experience by
serving as guides, conversation partners, and personal shopping assistants (Holzwarth, Janiszewski, & Neumann, 2006). In a virtual setting
the key element is the user and as such users design virtual representations of themselves, to function and interact with other avatars in
order to keep this world alive.

Virtual worlds are revolutionalizing the online experience by extending the Web from a two dimensional platform to a three
dimensional one. These platforms are growing in size and number at an exponential rate, creating an increased interest among businesses
and the marketing community ( Carr 2007; Kirkpatrick 2007; Stein 2006; Reena and Aili 2006). Interestingly, past research has shown
that marketers see benefits in studying online communities as a tool in understanding consumption behavior (Kozinets 1999, 2002;
Bromberg 1996; Muniz and O’Guinn 2001; Armstrong and Hagel 1996).

Our study focuses on one of the most rapidly growing virtual worlds, Second Life. The purpose of this paper is to better understand
what drives virtual consumption and how these experiences play out in the virtual world and influence consumption in the real world.
Further, drawing on the self concept theory we explore the implications in a virtual setting. We begin our investigation by conducting an
exploratory study to learn more about SL and its residents. In our second study (ongoing), we create a survey instrument and collect data
from residents in Second Life both inside and outside of the virtual world.

Methodology
In study 1 we explore SL by use of qualitative research methods. We employ a combination of structured and dialogic interviews

coupled with participant observation to capture meaningful information. Research within virtual worlds is a relatively new area where
‘there is no established precedent as to how to collect data’ (Ward 1999). Research suggests that an efficient manner to gather data and
conduct research in a virtual community is through using participant observations (Kozinets 2002; Reid 1995) and informal interviews
(Turkle 1996).

In order to perform Study 1 we created two separate SL accounts (one for each author) and designed our unique avatars. Prior to
interviewing, we spent time familiarizing ourselves with the landscape, etiquette, and functionality of SL. Throughout the research period,
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we established relationships with many residents, were invited into their SL homes and were introduced to their SL community and friends.
Our exploration in SL spanned a one month period, consisting of daily visits and interviews. Research was performed throughout the day
to accommodate SL’s 24 hour global access. The overall approach was to enter SL, go to stores or locations where there were other avatars,
engage in unstructured dialogs, record conversations and capture moments with photos. Our conversations were conducted through a text
based instant messaging interface, however after our initial research VOIP was added as an option and will be used in subsequent studies.
Photo elicitation served as another means of collecting data in our study. During conversations with residents we captured our interactions
by using the photo feature enabled in the SL interface. Notably there is a built in option that enables this function, therefore most residents
are aware of this and most were welcoming. Finally, we disclosed that we were conducting research and received verbal consent to use
residents’ comments.

Preliminary findings
Our initial findings suggest that in SL one can live out desires and seemingly unattainable dreams. Extant research shows that desires

and fulfillment of fantasies serve as the impetus for many consumption activities (Belk, Ger, and Askergaard 2003). Virtual worlds are
ripe with occasions to engage in behavior to fulfill these types of longings. For instance, we frequented an island where residents shared
a love for Greece and her culture. This island mirrors a traditional Greek island with blue and white buildings, turquoise water, Greek music
and activities particular to this culture. Even though we are thousands of miles away from Greece we felt as if we were on a sun-drenched
island on the Mediterranean Sea. Regardless of the backdrop people can purchase villas, motorcycles, convertible cars, appliances,
accessories, clothes and luxury services similar to the real world but at a minuscule price.

Exploring different facets of oneself is within reach and an exciting feature of virtual worlds (Turkle 1995). Applying Belk’s (1988)
concept of the extended self, virtual possessions can “symbolically extend the self”, which he states “allows us to do things which we would
otherwise be incapable” (Belk 1988 p.145). Whether it’s an avatars form, a sports car, a villa, or an island, these possessions allow users
to explore different facets of their identity. The ability to customize an avatar allows one to explore ethnicity, gender and other aspects
of self. One resident elaborated on the freedom SL allows to explore gender and race. Even though he is a man in RL he tried out the role
of woman. He also spoke about changing his racial identity and his ability to be more social on SL. Since SL is a computer mediated
environment people are seemingly less inhibited and more inclined to experiment outside societal norms and possibilities.

Our findings show that people embrace the opportunity to explore their creativity and support the notion that in SL dreams become
reality and consumption based daydreams that are otherwise unfeasible are attainable (Molesworth 2006). A user can experience what
it feels like to fly, cross gender boundaries or even live out a non-human existence (many users create avatars that take on the form of an
animal, alien or other creatures). Ultimately, anything is possible in a virtual world.

In our follow-up study (Study 2), which is still on-going, we conduct survey research of Second Life residents, using a participant
panel. This second data collection will be used to gain a better understanding of how virtual worlds can be used to explore the self and
how this ties into both virtual and real life consumption.
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