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ABSTRACT

3-D virtual realms offer places for peaple 1o go interact, play games, and even do business. As these realms
themselves become more sophisticated, the number of participants grows and the level and type of social
Interactions change. Meanwhile, scholars race to try to keep up. There is a growing, but still developing
literature about interaction in virtual world. This paper explores communication and social intimacy in one
stich world, Second Life. In this paper, resulis of a four year ethnography in Second Life reveal findings that
refute earlier research on computer-mediated comnmunications, and support others while offering new findings

to contribute to the growing body of knowledge.
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SECOND LIFE AND STUDIES
INTO OTHER VIRTUAL
ENVIRONMENTS

“Most fﬁendsth is feigning, most loving mere
Jolly.”

William Shakespeare, As You Like It

Second Life (SL) is a sophisticated offshoot of
early text-based MUDs (multi-user dunigeons)
and MOOs (MUD, object oriented) that allows
muitiple players to connect and interact in on-
line environment. As of 2008, around 90,000
active subscribers use Second Life regularly
{Woodcock, 2008). Unlike many of the more
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popular MMOGs (massively-multiplayer online
games), like World of Warcraft, SL it is more
of a virtual world [a “synchronous, persistent
network of people, represented as avatars,
facilitated by networked computers” (M. W.
Bell, 2008)] than a videogame per-se, as there
are no formal rules or goals for interactions
within the environment, nor are there NPCs
{non-player characters) with whom a player
must interact to solve puzzles or achieve goals
within the environment. Instead, Second Life
encourages user participation through content
creation {Herman, Coombe, & Kaye, 2006),
and the “goal” for most players is both the
exploration of this vast environment and social
interaction with others.

Early discussions of text-based virtual en-
vironments/online games often tried to counter
the popular media’s construction of these spaces

Copyright © 2610, 1GI Globat. Copying or distributing in print or electronic forms without writter permission of IGI Global

is prohibited. :




62 International Journal of Gaming and Computer-Mediated Simulations, 2(3), 61-74, July-September 2010

as somehow “not real” or without real-world
consequences (Dibbell, 1998; Turkle, 1995).
Andyet, work by many ofthese scholars tended
to fall into same trap of claiming that “in vir-
tual reality, you are whatever you say you are”
{(McRae, 1996, p. 245} — an argument that has
since been problematized by others whe note
that “real world” issues of race, gender, and
power stifl mark the interactions that happen
ontine (Gonzalez, 2000; Kolko, 2000; Naka-
mura, 2000, 2002; Silver, 2000).

" While Second Life is not traditionally
considered a game, much of the work within
the game studies field offers important insights
into understanding the interactions that occur
in virtual environments. The variety of topics
covered recently within the field of game studies
underscores Aarseth’s (2006) suggestion that
games deserve broad examination in-and-of
themselves: in-game economics (Castronova,
2003, December 2001); the media’s framing of
virtual environments (Squire, 2002); how games
can be read as cultural artifacts (Greenfield,
1994) and from a textual studies perspective

~{Jones, 2008); what we learn when playing
{DiSalvo, Crowley, & Norwood, 2008; Gee,
2003; Simkins & Steinkuehler, 2008); how
sexuality and race and gender are inscribed
in popular games (Cassell & Jenkins, 1993;
Consalvo, February 2003); the discourse
around gaming addiction (Golub & Lingley,
2008); and fan-based modifications (mods) of
games (Postigo, 2007). These studies seek to
understand games and virtual environments
as important cultural artifacts — ones that both
reflect and chailenge commonly held beliefs
about what goes on during our face-to-face
(FTF) interactions with others.

CMC AND INTERPERSONAL
RELATIONSHIPS

Early scholarship on computer-mediated com-
munication (CMC) argued that the lack of
nonverbal cues would not foster relationships
as deeply as face-to-face communication would
{Thurlow, Lengel, & Tomic, 2004), despite an-

ecdotal evidence that it was possible to create
deep community ties and forge strong bonds
with others online {Baym, 1998; Rheingold,
1993; Turkle, 1995). Models such as social
presence theory (Short, Witliams, & Christie,
1976)and media richness theory (Daft & Lengel,
1986) emphasized that the lack of paralinguistic
cues in CMC would necessarily fead to much
less effective and less efficient communication.
Much ofthe early press coverage reinscribed this
discourse, emphasizing the inherent superiority
of offline communication and suggesting that
online behavior little impact on individuals in
the “real world” (Bell, 2001).

These theoretical models were laterrejected
as reductionist oversimplifications in favor of
offering more nuanced perspectives regarding
online interpersonal communication. These
perspectives included the social information
processing model, which suggests that both
CMC and FTF interaction are equally driven
by the same “relational motivators” (Walther,
1992). Some of these motivators, such as our
desire to be liked by our conversational part-
ners, mean that over time CMC can facilitate
the development of deep emotional bonds
between individuals. Walther (1996) terms this
kind of communication “hyperpersonal,” and
suggests that it is likely to oceur “when users
experience commonality and are self-aware,
physically separated, and communicating via
a limited-cues channel that allows them to se-
lectively self-present and edit; to construct and
reciprocate representations of their partners and
relations withoutthe influence of environmental
reality” (p. 33).

As Nancy Baym (2006) argues, the idea
that CMC offers fewer social cues than FTF
interactions is still important to current online
interpersonal research, but the emphasis has
shified away from simple comparisons be-
tween the two mediums. Instead, research has
focused on deepening our understanding ofhow
individuals work around and/or integrate these
potential limitations into their interpersonal
communication online. Forexample, Walther’s
social information processing theory argues
that individuals will adjust their interactions
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given the limitations of online communication
— especially if it’s predominately text-based
{Walther, Loh, & Granka, 2005).

Many other recent studies in this area
rely heavily on Erving Goffinan’s (1959)
work on self-presentation as a performance
ivolving what he terms frontstage and back-
stage behaviors. Goffman’s suggestion that
individuals constantly engage in impression
management in their interactions with others
has been particularly influential for research-
ets interested in the relationship between CMC
and identity (Bechar-1sraeli, 1995; boyd, 2007;
Huffaker & Calvert, 2005; Liu, 2007). One of
the key features of most online interactions is
that they occur asynchronously, which allows
individuals the luxury of time to focus on im-
pression management and engage in potential
self-censorship (Walther, 1996). In addition,
the pseudo-anonymous nature of most online
communities — where individuals use the same
username/avatar to interact with the environ-
ment over time - atlows for some reputational
and other contextual clues about the person’s
prior interactions to shape future conversations
with others {(Donath, 1999). Thus, CMC pro-
vides important tools for self-expression and
impression management that both mirror and
challenge our understandings of how identity
is performed in offline contexts.

SELF-DISCLOSURE IN CMC

Altman and Taylor’s (1973) theory of social
penetration suggests that individuals must
engage in a process of self-disclosure if their
relationships are to deepen beyond superficial
interactions. Typically, self-disclosure isrecip-
rocal early on in relationships where we seek
some affinity with the other -- meaning we are
likely to disclose personal information about
ourselves when our conversational partner also
discloses such information, Altman and Taylor
argued that our personalities are analogous to
the layers of an onion; the outer layers contain
superficial demographic information (race/eth-

nicity, gender, appearance) and our superficial -

likes and dislikes, while the protected inner
fayers contain much more personal information
aboutour values, goals, aspirations, and beliefs.
Social penetration theory suggests that we will
gradually reveal these deeper layers of the “on-_
ion™/personality over time—that is, assuming we
wishto have morethan asupetficia refationship
with the other person. CMC presents significant
challenges to this theory. Online environments,
with their lack of physical contextual cues, strip
away most of the outer layers of the personality
that we may use to establish affinity and iiking
with others. Instead, we establish must trust
in our relationships and disclose information
about ourselves without most physical cues
being readily apparent.

Interms of FTF communication, research-
ers have long suggested that there are quan-
tifiable differences in the type, amount, and
quality of self-disclosure between same-gender
conversational partners. However, recent meta-
analysis of self-disclosure research {Dindia,
2002) suggests the difference in the ways in
which men and women disclose information
is actually minimal, and that the quality and
type of self-disclosure between same- and
different-gendered conversational partners var-
ies little (Ferris & Roper, 2002). The content of .
the information exchanged may impact these
findings, however. For example, a recent study
of adolescents suggested that both the level of
anonymity guaranteed withina particular online
environment and the gender of the individual
may impact a person’s willingness to engage
in self-disclosing behavior with others - with
males being generatly more likely to disclose
information of a sexual nature online than
females, especially if the interactions remain
fully anonymous (Chiou, 2006).

Another important factor impacting our
willingness to engage in online self~disclosure
is if the relationship has the potential to tra-
verse the online/offline boundary. As one of
Henderson and Gilding (2004) observe in their
investigation of how trust forms in computer-
mediated interpersonal relationships, our levels
of self~disciosure are higher online —especially
if there’s little chance of a FTF meeting. When
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describing one of their informant’s perspec-
tives on the issue, they write: “Leanne was...
more likely to disclose online than in ‘real life’
because online friends ““supposedly” live far
away’ and ‘your problems aren’t going to reaily
come back to you every time you physically see
the person’™ (Henderson & Gilding, 2004, p.

499). So, our desire to self-disclose is altered -

not only by whether or not it is occurring via
CMC or through FTF communication, but the
medium of our anticipated future interactions
{Ramirez, Jr. & Zhang, 2007).

THE IMPACT OF AVATARS ON
SOCIAL INTERACTION WITHIN
VIRTUAL ENVIRONMENTS

Much of the work regarding interpersonal

relationships online focuses on predominately
text-based mediums, such as e-mail, instant
messaging (IM), Internet Relay Chats (IRC),
and message boards/newsgroups. As Kollock

and Smith (1999) note, online communication

“strips away many of the cues and signs thatare
apart offace-to-face interaction., This poverty of
signals is both a limitation of resource, making
certain kinds of interaction more difficult but
alsoproviding room to play withone’sidentity”
{p. 9). Avatars —or “any visual representation of
a user in an online community” (Hemp, 2006,
p. 50)—can provide additional contextual clues
regarding an individual’s online identity that
may beapparent in solely text-based CMC. One
would also assume that this additional physi-
cal information (representing the personality’s
outer layers) might encourage us to engage in
a kind self-disclosure online that mirrors that
which occurs FTF. However, therolethatavatars
play in these interactions is complex. Despite
our assumption that more realistic avatars are
likely toresult in greater levels of self-disclosure
between individuals, and increasethe possibility
that we can “trust” our conversation partners
more, research suggests otherwise, Forexample,
anearly experimental study into avatars showed
that photographs within virtual workgroups did
not actually increase the levels of affinity be-

tween communication partners in the long-term
(Walther, Slovacek, & Tidwel], 2001)—suggest-
ing it is actually the textual interaction between |
individuals, rather than basic physical cues — .
that potentially strengthens the bond between
CMC partners. A more recent study supported
the idea that individuals tend to disclose more
information when interacting with less realistic-
looking avatars (low similarities in form) than
with photorealistic representations of the other
individual (such as a live digital camera feed)
(Bailenson, Yee, Merget, & Schroeder, 2006).
Clearly, the mediating effect that avatars might
have on individuals’ willingness to self-disclose
in an online environment like Second Life has
yet to be fully understood,

Cther work focuses on the ways in which
avatar behavior connects to physical behav-
ior outside the gaming/virtual environment.
For example, recent research suggests that
offering visual cues within virtual environ-
ments connecting players” behaviors to their
avatars’ movement (for example, having the
avatar mime typing when an individual is
chatting with another player) improves coor-
dination between players (Moore, Gathman,
Ducheneaut, & Nickell, 2007). Additionally,
a study conducted in Second Life found that
certain FTF nonverbal behaviors, such as the
physical distance between individuals having
a conversation, are often mirrored within the
game world (Yee, Bailenson, Urbanek, Chang,
& Merget, 2007). Studies such as these suggest
that perpetuating a simple “real world vs. game
world” dichotomy is overly simplistic, as the
on- and offline world comingie within and
through player/avatar interactions,

Avatar behavior is critical to the notion
of copresence, or our sense of being with
other individuals inside the virtual environment
{Bailensonetal., 2006). Zhao (2003) arguesthat
to successfully become immersed in the virtual
environment, and truly experience copresence,
requires a suspension of disbelief on the part
of players. Thus, avatars serve an imporiant
function within worlds like Second Life — both

‘as expressions of individual identities, and as

agenis of copresence. To be a truly effective
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nt (and maximize a sense of copresence
hin the virtual environment), Bailenson,
;, Merget, and Schroeder (2006) argue that
avatar needs to share either high levels of
avioral or form characteristics with the in-
idual controlling it. So, while some level of
ity between an individual’s offline behavior
| her avatar’s actions is likely to increase our
se of copresence online, and possibly lead
more meaningful relationships with other
yers, there is a point at which too much
lism actually detracts from an individual’s
lingness to disclose information more about
mselves.

=THOD

is research is the result of four years spent
nersed in Second Life; a 3-d virtual world
ned and operated by LindenLab. The primary
earcher spent an average of 10-20 hours a
ek in the world totaling over 3,000 houss of
servation time. The advantage of an ethno-
phic approach is being able to witness first
wd social behavior and interaction. As Lindlof
s it; “The validity of participant observation

~ ives from being there (his emphasis) (1995, -

135).” As Tom Boellstorff has written about
ing to understand places iike Second Life:
ctual-world sociality cannot explain virtual
orld sociatity (2008, p. 63).” Thus he argues,
do we, the only way to understand social
eractions in a virtual world is to accept these
rlds on their own terms. Thus one of the best
s to gain an understanding of them is to be
mersed in them,

When the primary researcher first entered
sond Life, there was a strong anti-research
iment among residents, Apparently a pum-
-ofresearchers had entered the world initially
1people were worn out from inquiries. This,
ied to a Linden Lab policy that stated all
earch proposals had to be pre-approved by
:company, led the researcher to initially keep
. research identity anonymous. Eventually
aden lifted the Eompany’s research approval
|uirements. As the primary researcher became

more familiar with people in world, he revealed
hisidentity asacollege professorand researcher.
Allofthe people quoted in this piece were aware
they were being interviewed for research; still
we chose to give their avatars pseudonyms for
added protection. .

Theresearcher participated in many differ-
ent sub-groups in the world in an effort to gain
an understanding of a broad cross section of the
different activities and participants involved
in Second Life. Over a dozen different avalars
and accounts were used to collect data through
participant observation. Different avatars were
created primarily tobeable toblend into Second
Life’s many diverse subgroups. There are groups
such as elves (people who role play based upon
an amalgam of literature about elves), doms/
subs (the most popular of these groups were
based on a series of novels by John Norman),
and furries (where people live through avatars
that resemble real and fictitious animals)toname
but a few. However, the bulk of the research
done for this piece was done in what we call
the mainstream culture of Second Life, which
is where the majority of the residents spend
the bulk of their time, and these are areas not
ruted by or associated with any specific set of
sub-group rules or beliefs.

The primary researchertook classes, played
games, worked in several in-world business,
operated his own small business, joined a
number of groups and frequented popular in-
world destinatjons to gain a better understand
of day-to-day life in this virtual world. The
method used was that of ethnography, where
the researcher as best as they can, takes on
characteristics, habits, and nuances of the local
culture in order to gain a better understanding of
the world being studied (Adler & Adler, 1987).

Conversational interviews were conducted
with hundreds of residents on a variety of
topics over the four year research period. The
researcher built a social network by finding
a few residents who served as initial guides
and helpers upon first entering the world, then
contacts were added from thére, more or less
in what's often called snowballing (Berg, 2004,
p. 171). On the topic discussed in this article,
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more in-depth interviews were done with 30
residents. The interviews were open ended,
primarily because the researchers have found
that unstructured interviews in participant
observations often lead to more depth and
breadth of responses (Fontana & Frey, 1994).

Interview varied in length from 30 minutes to

just over an hour. .

Because of the length of time spent in Sec-
ond Life, datawas gathered on several different
areas of inquiry surrounding questions about
identity, communication and social relation-
ships. This article represents findings in just
one of those areas.

DISCUSSION

In his book “Social Relationships,” David
Argyle sets out four well-established variables
of friendship: proximity, similarity, rewarding-
ness, and self-disclosure (Argyle, 1998). Places
like Second Life (SL.) offer new variations on
these established variables.

Take, for instance, proximity. Peoplein SL
come from all corners of the U.S. and a large
array of other countries inciuding the UK.,
France, Holland, Germany, Brazil, Mexico,
Australia, China, Japan, South Korea, Turkey,
and Israel, to name but a few. ‘What computers
have done isallow people from dispatate locales
10 be in proximate locations with the aid of the
technology. Second Life is certainly a prime
example of this. Thus the idea of proximity
has changed when it comes to friendship. One
can certainly still be friends with the next-door
neighbor. But virtual worlds such as Second
Life now also allow one to become friends with
someone is only virtually proximate.

Similarity, as seetn now through the frame
of a virtual setting, raises some interesting new
questions as well. There of course are some built
in similarities between people inavirtual world,
because those participating in these places all
are willing and interested to try spending time
in a virtual environment. You can also tell a
number of things based on decisions made by

people in these environments. Where do they
spend time? What appearance did they choose
for their avatar? How do they behave in these
virtual settings? Al of these have rough parallels
in real world settings. But all of these pertain to
choices people make once they enter virtual
world such as SL. In real life, some things arenot
soeasily effected by choice—especially physical
appearance or where time is spent. These may
be governed by a complex grid of things like
genetic predisposition or economic mobility. S0
one could argue that the freedom of choice, the
ease of options may help people more easily
find people with similar outlooks than perhaps
in everyday life. In SL, for instance, if you see
an avatar with whickers, an elongated snout,
claws and a tail, this may teil you something
about the person’s interest in furry culture, a
genre in SL built around living as an animal.
Second Life allows people, through avatars,
to be more overt about interests and choices.

‘Rewardingness means roughly what re-
wards or positive results you get from the time
youspendina relationship. It can be something
as simpleas; whenyou calla friend, dothey call
you back? Second Life offers an atmosphere
where you can choose to answer people or
not. Though generally, even though almost all
messages are typed, not spoken, people will
most often respond, like they might in real life
conversation. The ability too, to keep track of
messages and answer is easier in SL than often
in real life. And because of the gase of carrying
things in a stored inventory in a virtual world,
givingpeople something instantly is much easier
than in real life. People often pass friends and
acquaintances itemns, such as clothing, gadgets,
or animations, These are just two examples
of the kinds of rewards gained from building
relationships int SL. '

What we're most interested inis that fourth
category of self-disclosure. Inobservations Over
these four years we noticed a significant dif-
ference in people’s willingness to self-disclose
than in normal everyday real life encounters, and
thus, social relationships often have a different
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quality in Second Life than in a non-virtual
world. The rest of this article will explore the
idea of self-disclosure in Second Life.

MORE FRIENDS, CLOSER
FRIENDS, FASTER

One is struck when entering SL at the amount
and [evel of complexity of social relationships.
It is largely a social world, with a tremendous
amount of social interaction. For instance,
many people have taken on partners (there is
an option where to get “partnered” with another
avatar wherein their name will appear within
your profile, it's the Second Life form of get-
ting married) and these partners rarely denote a
relationship outside of the virtual world.

In other instances, people join families,
groups of people unrelated outside of SL who
thentake on roles of father, mother, grandfather,
aunt, cousin, etc. To remain a member in good
standing in one of these family groups takes
some work and attention. Often they are made
up of fifteen or more people and just learning
who ail the people are and what their role is
(sister, father-in-law, etc.} takes some time.
Then often people come and go, adding to the
fevel of complexity. And just like a real family
there are the rivalries, jealousies, dysfunctions,
infighting, so to know at any given time who
is and isn’t getting along almost requires a
flow chart. :

Others people in SL have formed groups
around an interest (Jive music, art, a particular
sexual practice, fans of a movie, etc.} and these
groups may meet regularly and even purchase
a plot of fand where they can be together on a
regular basis.

In the midst of these sociai relationships,
we experienced firsthand, and also heard from
many varied respondents, that people got closer
to one another as a more rapid pace than in real
life relationships, and people self disclosed
much more.

Omg yés, within my first few months in world
1 couldn t believe what people were telling me

about their lives. Especiallywhenlwas working
at the club, people would come in andwe would
strike up a conversation in IM and before long I
was hearing their life stories in incredible detail.
(Xeke Howe interview *Avatars were assigned
pseudonyms to protect the respondent § identity)

Howe also reported that people were dis-
closing to him many intimate details about their
lives without him necessarily reciprocating. This
would contradict Altman and Taylor’s theory
of social penetration, which posits that people
disclose more as their conversational partner
reveals more.

It felt like at times what it might like to be a
bartender or hairdresser and hear people’
stories all the time, or maybe even what it
might be like to be a priest and hear confession.
(Howe Interview)

Hearing confession may be an apt analogy,
given the anonymity of that religious practice
in real life and the anonymity of virtual worlds
such as SL. All of the thirty people we inter-
viewed in world on this topic agreed that there
was a phenomenon wherein people established
more inmate friends at a rate faster than they
had experienced in their lives outside of Sec-
ond Life. This led us to want to identify this
phenomenon, and to think about why it occurs
in a virtual world.

FACTICIUS CONTINGO

For purposes of discussion, we have decided to
call this phenomenon of strong, close relation-
ships which develop in virtual realms facticius
contingo, Latin meaning to touch someone
closely in an artificial realm.

We would argue that four different factors
contribute to facticius contingo to provide the
necessary means for such a phenomenon to
take place. They are: anonymity, fime compres-
sion, lack of physical appearance, and word
dependence.
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Anonymity

Second Life is an anonymous world. When
you join, you make up whatever first name you
choose and then pick a last name from arotating
list of choices. Each avatar, once created, has
a profile — a set of pages anyone can se¢ ifyou
simply click on them. Each member chooses
what, if anything, to write in these few, small
pages. Peopleoften write something abouttheir
avatar, There is one page titled 1¥ life, meaning
people’s life outside of the virtual world. Very
few people offer much information about their
real lives on this page. There isaspace forareal
photo of yourself, but again, itis fairly unusual to
see a real photo of the person behind the avatar.

This means when you meet somecne and
get to know them, there is a big difference be-
tween that meeting inreal lifeanda virtual life.
In real life if you meet someone at work or in
your neighborhood, chances are good you will
see that person again, often frequently. Youmay
even have a continuing relationship with them.
Thus, it’s most often in everyday life, cormon
not to initially disclose too much information
about yourself other than the superficial facts.
Telling someone about a past indiscretion or
embarrassing episode most likely won't happen
because of the fear people have about how they
might be perceived and received in the future.
In SL, you have the choice whether you want
to ever see that avatar again in the futore.

Interviewer: do you get closer to people in sl
fastér, than in r1? ‘

Kayleen Kinski: yes

[nterviewer: so why is that?

Kayleen Kinski: cause you cant see them!

Kayleen Kinski: lol

Interviewer: so how does that help?

Kayleen Kinski: cause you dont have to face
them, Jook them in the eye, meet them
again if you dont wamt to

Kayleen Kinski: all of the above

Kayleen Kinski: they’re just ships in the night

One person described it as a similar situa-
tion as to when you sit someone on a plane and

you strike up 2 conversation and talk for two
hours, freely, often because you know you will
never see the person again. The anonym ity of
SL plays a large part in people’s willingness to
self-disclose and that self-disclosure itself is a
key link in why people may get closer in this
setting. This also supports what other research-
ers have discovered, such as Henderson and
Gilding (2004) who found that tevels of self-
disclosure increase if there is little chance of
meeting face-to-face. This level of anonymity
adds a dimension of comfort and sense of safety
when it comes to self-disclosure in Second Life.

Time Compression

Anyone who has spent time in a 3-d virtual
world knows that time can fly by. It’s not dif-
ficult to enter one of these realms and lose all
track of time. In Second Life, there is & sun
and moon and days cycle through, but at a
pace about three times faster than the real life
tunar cycle. Although you can reset the day and
night cycle, it’s not common among residents
to do so. This may have something to do with
the effect described by Zhao (2003), of people
in these environments suspending belief 0
become immersed in the world and be truly
co present. Csikszentmihalyi (1975) has also
described Flow Theory, wherein people have
complete and energized focus in an activity
such as a game. This may also help to explain
the quick passing of time.

In this way, the acceleration of days an<
nights is reflected in relationships. In SL wher
you spend say an hour with someone, it feels
as if you have been with them for considerably
longer. People you’ve Known for a week, yot
feel as if you have known them for months. £
year in one of these places seems like severa
years, Why is this so? it may be due o the fac
that the primary activity for most people i
these places in social interaction. That socis
interaction comes in the form of words. Ther
are plenty of activities in SL, animations the
replicate a broad range of activities fror ridin
in a balloon, to racing down a ski slope, sk
diving, or firing weapons. But all of it seems
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bit empty done alone. So the primary activity
in Second Life is communicating, even when
there are other on-screen activities taking place.

Take for instance, the example of a dance
club. In real life if one goes out dancing, even
with friends, communication is somewhat dif-
ficult because of the loud volume of music. To
be heard you often have to shout. In SL dance
clubs the music can blare, but you can still
“hear” people because almost conversation
is typed and appears on screen. So a dance
ciub becomes a highly social place where
there a group conversation going on onscreen
in “public” plus often people are conducting
“private” conversations by typing message to
other avatars in IM.

In work, in social settings, at home, those
conversations are generally shorter and often
interrupted by other activities. This may account

for why two hours talking to someone in SL .

may seem to residents like 8 hours in real life.
Or why having arelationship with someone for
a week may seem like a month. “The way time
feels here, it just intensifies whatever connec-
tion you feel for someone, its hard to describe,
but it happens a lot” (Amy Oletta interview).
There’s another part to the time-compres-
sion factor contributing to people getting closer,
faster in this virtual world. This also means that
friendships and other relationships might end
more rapidly. Like a meteor, they burst into
existence, burn with intensity, and then are gone:

Researcher: do you get closer to people, faster
here than in 1{?

kelly Grey: yes i think so

kelly Grey: and then more intense

kelly Grey: and then faster break-ups
‘Researcher: why is that do you think?

kelly Grey: causethereis no real physical contact
kelly Grey: it is just words

kelly Grey: and when someone gets tired
kelly Grey: they can easily disappear

Based on observations, it’s nofuncommon
to see people partner and un-partner in a few
weeks. Even with a high divorce rate in the
real world, the rate with which partners split

in SL appears to be much more frequent and
much more rapid. The primary researcher had
over a dozen acquaintances and friends in SL
who were partnered and un-partnered multiple
times over just the course of a year. This isn’t
always the case of course, and some people did
stay together for longer stretches of time and
even eventually meet face-to-face, But based
on observations this was by far the exception.

Lack of Physical Appearance

Initially researchers believed that the lack of
physical presence would impede computer
mediated communication. They suspected
that the lack of social cues, facial expressions,
gestures, etc. would limit the depth and quality
of interaction. What they hadn’t counted on is
that often the lack of those social cues, plus the
Tack of seeing the appearance of a person might
not hinder but instead facilitate interaction.
Often times the presence of an avatar rather
than the presence of a real person gives pecple
the opportunity to fill in the blanks with their
own imagination.

Interviewer: do you think people get closer here
faster than 11?7

Zelda Moore: yes

Interviewer: why

Zelda Moore: because in rl you are judgmental
of a person and their appearance

Zelda Moore: here its a clean slate

Interviewer: is that all there is to it?

Zelda Moore: well you i think emotions play
more in sl

Interviewer: why

Zelda Moore: well

Zelda Moore: the fantasy of not really seeing
or knowing the other person

Interviewer: what does that do

Zelda Moore: the mystery

Zelda Moore: of it al}

Interviewer: your imagination

Zelda Moore: yes

Avatars, of course, have their own appear-
ance. But few have any imperfections. Given
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that an avatar is the result of a series of choices,
they do serve a symbolic role, as do the choices
we make in normal life about our appearance.
SL gives you much more opportunity for those
choices. Bailensen, Yee, Merget, and Scrhoeder
(2006) found that people tend to disclose more
when interacting with less realistic avatars.
Though people in SL.may have created an avatar
that somehow resemble their real life appearance,
few favor photo realism. So in this way, people
notseeing a photo or cam representation of whom

they are interacting with likely increases their

comfort to disclose more about themselves. An
interesting area for further study would be to do
a more in-depth comparison the impact of real
life and avatar appearance on social interactions.

Just Words

Tmagineaworldwhereallyoudoistatk topeople
all the time. You've imagined whatused tobea
MOO or MUD and what now 3-d virtual worlds
are. Given the amount of conversation, it’s dif-
ficult to talk to someone for long and not begin
telling things about yourself or self-disclosing.

What we say and think is tied closely to whowe

are. That includes details like how old we are,
where we live, our gender, religious beliefs, social
position, vocation, etc. It's almost impossible
to sustain a conversation of any length without
eventually telling people more and more about
yourself.

People can and do keep some personai de-
tails out of conversation, but it’s not the norm.
Ashasbeen discussed in earlier research (Heider,
2009) the majority of people in Second Life
build avatars that resemble themselves and their
behavior alsoreflects who they are inreal life. So
given the amount of talk that makes up time in
SL,it’s no surprise then that there is considerable
self-disclosure and often at a faster rate than we
might experience in our daily lives.

But for some all the talking has another ef-
fect, even to bring out their conversational skills
after they spend time in SL and go back to their
normal existence:

Leyla Luhr: I've found that my RL people skills
have improved from being here. you?

Interviewer: hmmmm

Interviewer: im a bit pushy in rl

Interviewer: maybe its helped my tolerance?

Leyla Luhr: SL has certainly made it easier for
me fo talk to people

[nterviewes: interestihng

Interviewer; why do you think so?

Leyla Luhr: SL is like being parachuted into
the middle of a very fun and close pariy.
How would you feel?

Leyla Luhr: I felt incredibly insecure

Leyla Luhr: and then | reliased thatall | needed
to do was stop thinking about myself

Interviewer: nods

Leyla Luhr: and just talk from the heart to the
people I met

So spending time in a world where talking
is the primary activity both contributes to the
speed people may get close, and it may have
other effects as well, including for at least one
person, a hei ghtened ability to talkcomfortably
with strangers in a social setting.

CONCLUSION

Technology has, for some time, had an impac
ot human communication. The telegraph an
telephone changed the way a person could get:
message to another person over great distances
and communicating via telegraph or telephom
had different qualities related to the medium
More recently email and instant messaging hav:
brought another dimension to human contac
as has the internet in general and as we hav
examined in this study, virtual online world
specifically.

After spending four years observing an
participating in human interactions in a virtuz
space, the authors sought to understand hot
human relationships might be different in
world such as Second Life. More research i
needed in this and other areas related to virtuz
worlds. Research and theory in this area at
still developing.
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Early theory about how computers might
affect communication predicted 1ess effective
and less meaningful interaction. But we found
in some cases, just the opposite, where people
in disparate locales formed close relationships
in ways that might not occur through face-to-
face interactions.

As virtual realms continue {0 develop
and evoive, researchers begin to get a better
understanding what ¢ means to spend tme in
these ptaces. In this piece we have begun 1©
try to address some of the qualities of social

. relationship in one virtual world, gecond Life.
We suggest that anonymity, 1ime compression,
lack of physical appearance; and word depen-
dence atl contribuie to 2 phenomenon wherein
peopleata rapid rate get close to other people, @
phenomenon We are calling facticius contingo.

One thing is clear after spending four years
\nSLthatisthese places continuetobe important
to the people who choose to participate. They
are more than paces people goto be amused oF
entertained. people develop social interactions
they find meaningful, compelling and gratify-
ing. As one informant said:

Kayleen Kinski: but now i have two lives

Kayleen Kinski: most of the time sl is on but
- doing stuff in rf anyway

Interviewer: is this place as important to you
as 11?7

Kayleen Kinski: hmm, not

Kayleen Kinski: no*

Kayleen Kinski: butit would be hard to give up

Kayleen Kinski: i"d have to g0 thru withdraw-
als for a bit
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