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The Dark Side of Social Consumption: 
Behavioral Addiction in the WoW Online Brand Community

Darrell Bartholomew, Oklahoma State University, USA
Marlys Mason, Oklahoma State University, USA

Past literature has revealed a dark side to consumption in terms of compulsive behaviors and addictions (Hirschman 1992; O’Guinn 
and Faber 1989). Such adverse consumption has typically been examined in contexts involving products with addictive physical attributes 
(e.g., tobacco, drugs) or in contexts where compulsive tendencies arise due to the pleasurable engagement derived from the consumption 
(e.g., gambling, excessive shopping, binge eating). In today’s high-tech world, an excessive use of technology has prompted questions about 
whether some behaviors (e.g., excessive texting, online gaming) may also exhibit compulsive patterns.

 Research in brand communities has also alluded to a potential dark, compulsive side that may result for some participants. Schouten 
and colleagues (2007 p. 366) note that, “there may be a fine line between the well-being of transcendence (flow) and the dangers of addictive 
escapism… it appears that one person’s path to bliss may be another person’s road to ruin.”  Virtual brand communities may pose one such 
threat for heightened addiction due to transcendent nature of technology and immersion in the virtual/online (rather than tangible/physical) 
realm.  

The purpose of this research is to explore the merging of technology, transcendence, and community in heightening the potential for 
compulsive consumption. We examine this phenomena in the context of online gaming. Drawing upon the addiction literature and through 
a lens of social learning, we explore the nature and potential for compulsive consumption in the online brand community of the World of 
Warcraft (WoW).  Using a netnographic approach (Kozinets 2006), we examine a popular blog set up for current and former gamers of WoW. 
This blog contains more than 2,000 anonymous entries posted over a four year period. WoW was the chosen context because it is estimated 
that as many as 40% of WOW players are addicted (Ahn 2007).

CONCEPTUAL BACKGROUND
Compulsive consumption is defined as, “…a response to an uncontrollable drive or desire to obtain, use, or experience a feeling, sub-

stance, or activity that leads an individual to repetitively engage in behavior that will ultimately cause harm to the individual and/or to others” 
(O’Guinn and Faber 1989, p. 148).  Compulsive consumers may be aware of the harmful personal consequences, but are driven and ‘lose 
control’ by the psychological fulfillment derived from the consumption. Similarly, addiction is viewed as a psychological or physical depen-
dence on something (Herie 2007), with behavioral addictions involving “an impulse-control disorder that does not involve an intoxicant” 
(Young 1998).  Compulsive, addictive consumption may be especially difficult to break if it involves social identification with other product 
users/community members. For example, smoking and drinking are embedded in the norms and socialization of some groups, and ending the 
substance use would involve renegotiating group inclusion. New forms of consumption and community affiliation which is co-constructed 
through technology may be particularly prone to such behavioral addictions. 

ANALYSIS
The goal of our analysis was twofold: 1) to identify how online gaming attributes and communities may contribute to the potential for 

compulsive behavior, and  2) to explore the nature of harmful outcomes (if any) may be occurring.  Transcendent consumer experiences 
(TCE; Schouten et al 2007) and social learning theory are used to guide the analysis. TCE are defined as “peak” and “flow” experiences in a 
consumption context (Schouten, McAlexander and Koenig 2007) where individuals feel more active, alert, happy, and become highly focused 
and immersed in the activity.  TCE can be enhanced by both the social aspect of the community and attributes of the product. Social learning 
(Bandura 1977) and its processes of 1) attention, 2) retention, 3) motor reproduction, and 4) motivation can shed light on how transcendent 
elements may built into online gaming.  Table 1 highlights our findings within this framework.  Table 2 then presents emergent themes in the 
blogs of harmful consequences stemming from compulsive involvement in the online brand community. 
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Attention in Game Environment
Game play is joined, game always active (real-time) leading 
to immersion.
High quality graphics, sound and 3-D stimulate sensory en-
gagement
Game world is continuous (can never be fully explored)
Game advancement is never-ending (goals/ rewards 
always changing)

Retention through TCE
Entering game, escapism.
Enjoyment through anticipation and play
Rewards in power/skill increases
Attainment of high levels form of peak experience
Achieving state of TCE increasingly important

Avatar Modeling 
Active character performing acts
Customizable character reflect ideal self

Race, gender uninhibited 
Rewards for violent acts is acceptable norm

Social Motivation 
Socialization part of game structure 
Team efforts to achieve game goals
Game activities are socially structured 
Norms jointly enforced company and group
Characters are part of a group identity that allows for 
group inclusion
Stories are shared in game that motivate continuation 
with storyline. 
Tools given for documentation (record videos) and shar-
ing game themes with others.

Table 1  Social Learning Theory Applied to Video Games

Based on these Expressions of Harm Consequences of Harm

Behavioral Harm Sleep deprivation 
Eating deprivation
Eye strain 
No desire to leave the game 
Physical aggression towards others
Verbal aggression towards others
Depression
Trying to quit
Absenteeism
Neglecting school work/attendance 

Preoccupation with the game and virtual world

Neglect of housekeeping
Poor health
Poor eyesight
Homebound by choice
Physical abuse, violent acts w/ weapon
Verbal abuse
Suicide 
Inability to quit 
Loss of Jobs
Lower grades, drop out of school
Retaking classes 
Inability to concentrate on other tasks and tangible 
world

Social Harm Neglecting relationships outside of game and 
virtual community
Lying about playing
Socializing in the game 

Loss of relationships, divorce
Child neglect 
Loss of Trust
Loss of social activities outside game 

Table 2  Signs of Addictive Gaming Behavior 

Our initial coding suggests that addictive patterns are occurring that harm both the community member and others. Our findings can be 
used can shed light on the harm that may be caused by some forms of brand communities and technology. We hope these insights foster new 
ways for envisioning and transforming emerging societal problems related to gaming and behavioral addiction that have not been addressed 
by the industry or the government.  
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The Role of Self-Regulatory Focus, Self-View, and Benefit Focus 
in Attitudes Toward Organic Brands

Ioannis Kareklas, Washington State University, USA
Jeffrey Carlson, University of Connecticut, USA

The organic food segment has experienced considerable growth over the past two decades (Organic 2010). According to the Organic 
Trade Association (2010), U.S. sales of organic food and beverages have grown from $1 billion in 1990 to $24.8 billion in 2009. Extant 
research suggests two main attitudinal and behavioral influences of organic food consumption: 1) concern for one’s health (e.g., Chen 2009) 
and, 2) concern for the environment (e.g., Squires et al. 2001; Wandel and Bugge 1997). However, despite these influences, Hughner et al. 
(2007) observe that the majority of organic researchers have focused mostly on the demographic differences of consumers, at the expense of 
important behavioral influences (e.g., attitudes, goals, etc.).  Hence, the purpose of this study is to understand how a consumer’s attitudinal 
preferences toward organic food intersect with organic food labels in impacting consumers’ organic food attitudes. Given the relative impor-
tance of the concern for one’s own health and concern for the environment in regards to organic food, we test how the manipulation of such 
factors can interact and subsequently affect consumers’ attitudes toward an organic brand.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
The theoretical foundations for this study stems from two areas.  First, is that the view of self intersects and in influenced by broad soci-

ety (see Fiske et al. 1998 for a review).  This often results in an independent focus (e.g., unique individual characteristics, concern for one’s 
health) or interdependent focus (e.g., one’s self defined by others, a focus on greater good for society, etc.).  The second conceptual foundation 
is regulatory focus theory (Higgins 1997). Aaker and Lee (2001) show promotion-focused message are more persuasive on individuals with 
an active, independent self-view. However, prevention-focused messages are more persuasive if an individual has an active, interdependent 
self-view.  Given that a focus on one’s self or for the environment drives organic food attitudes and purchase intention, we study how preven-
tion and promotion-framed food messages intersect with one’s active self-view.   Based on Aaker and Lee’s (2001) findings, one can expect 
promotion-framed messages to more effective with an active, independent self-view and a prevention-framed message to more effective with 
an active, interdependent self-view. Our study addresses how this process is impacted by the focus of the organic food labels, whether they 
highlights personal health benefits versus environmental benefits (a common practice in organic food labeling).

METHOD
We examined evaluations of an organic brand of milk called Farmer’s Cow. While this is an existing brand sold in Connecticut, it was 

presented to participants at a large west coast university as “a new brand of organic milk,” produced by a group of six local dairy farms, that 
is now available in their local grocery stores. We used a 2 (self-view prime: independent or interdependent) x 2 (benefit type: promotion or 
prevention) x 2 (benefit focus: personal health benefits or environmental benefits) between-subject design.

Existing research has shown that self-view and regulatory focus can be activated using a situational prime (Aaker and Williams 1998). 
The situational prime we used to activate the desired self-view was manipulated by using a picture focusing on an individual or group of 
people, accompanied by text. Regulatory-focus was manipulated through differences in text (e.g., a prevention message emphasized the 
presence or absence of negatives).  Finally, benefit focus was manipulated by exposing half the participants to messages that focused on the 
environment versus a focus on personal health).  All manipulations scored in the expected direction on manipulation check questions.  Our 
dependent variable, attitude toward the brand, was measured using three seven-point scale items (α = .93). 

RESULTS
Results show a significant three-way interaction (F (1, 188) = 8.53, p = .004) between the factors.  If the focus in on environment (F 

(1, 101) = 5.70, p = .019), a promotion-farmed message (M = 5.63, SD = 1.06) is more persuasive than a prevention-framed message (M 
= 5.32, SD = 1.17) with an active independent self-view.  However, a prevention-farmed message (M = 5.58, SD = .70) is more persuasive 
than a promotion-framed message (M = 4.89, SD = 1.13) with an active interdependent self-view.  If the focus in on personal-health (F (1, 
85) = 4.01, p = .049), a prevention-farmed message (M = 5.54, SD = 1.10) is more persuasive than a promotion-framed message (M = 5.03, 
SD = 1.16) with an active independent self-view.  However, a promotion-farmed message (M = 5.69, SD = .88) is more persuasive than a 
promotion-framed message (M = 5.59, SD = 1.49) with an active interdependent self-view.  

DISCUSSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH
The results of this study make several theoretical and practical contributions.  First, it extends previous works on self-view and regula-

tory focus and shows that promotion-framed messages are not always most persuasive with an independent self-view (or that prevention-
framed message are not always most persuasive with an interdependent self-view).  In other words, “I” do not always seek pleasure and “we” 
do not always avoid pains. Specifically, if an organic food message focuses on the environment, then “I” avoid pain and “We” seek pleasure. 
We do find, though, that Aaker and Lee’s original finding does apply to messages that focus on personal health.  This finding underscores 


