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Abstract— The article is focused on analysis of the process
of spreading the Word-of-Mouth (WOM) about real brands
within virtual worlds. The results of presented survey,
conducted within Second Life, showed that the process of
creation WOM within virtual world is different compared to
the traditional market — it does not depend on the strength of
social ties between users, but rather differ strongly on the
basis of whether the WOM is positive or negative. The survey
also indicated that the spreading WOM 'cross boarders' —
meaning that all three markets: the virtual world market, on-
line web sites and the real market are partly interrelated.

1. INTRODUCTION

IRTUAL communities (VC) are the modern phenome-

non of Internet communications. They can be per-
ceived as a “social aggregations that emerge from the Net
when enough people carry on those public discussions long
enough, with sufficient human feeling, to form webs of per-
sonal relationships in cyberspace”[1]. This definition intro-
duced by Howard Rheingold (creator of pioneering commu-
nity Well) embraces general features of all virtual commu-
nities, but nevertheless VC can vary in goals, tools of com-
munications, structure etc. Some of them are focused on
discussion about products or brands (like Nivea or
Procter&Gamble communities), the others on the creation
of social bonds (like all social networks sites such as nasza-
klasa or Facebook) and there are also virtual communities
created for ‘pure entertainment’ (like on-line adventure
games). Among varieties of VC there is a significant
growth of communities which are based on communication
within 3-dimensional Internet platform (Gartner Group pre-
dicted that eighty percent of active Internet users will be ac-
tive in the virtual world by the end of 2011 - [2]). These
communities are called virtual words and can be defined as
“technology created virtual environments that incorporate
representations of real world elements such as human be-
ings, landscapes and other objects” [3]. In the beginning of
the development of virtual worlds Armstrong and Hagel 111
[4] perceived them as a community of fantasy. Although
most of virtual worlds still have fantasy elements (like pos-
sibility of flying), they have also become important societies
with their own economy and with the potential of influenc-
ing ‘the Earth's economy’ [5]. Until recently the ‘real’ com-
panies (meaning companies which operate on the real mar-
ket), have implemented so called ‘social’ virtual worlds in
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their marketing activities. In these worlds users as 3D
avatars concentrate on building social ties and leading a
‘life’ which reflects ‘real life’ in many aspects. Second Life
or There are examples of social worlds which are applied by
real companies (e.g. L’oreal, Coca-Cola, Dell, Nissan,
many universities and libraries) as marketing tool in order
to enhance their brands among Internet users. In virtual
worlds the companies’ marketing activities are based on: (1)
public relations — real companies build their own offices in
virtual lands or on islands, they also organizes events such
as concerts, debates or contests, (2) product placement —
avatars can use products labeled real brands e.g avatars.
driving a car or wearing T-shirt with company logo, (3) ad-
vertisement such as billboards within virtual world. Social
virtual worlds can be perceived as a social networks sites
similar to popular Facebook, MySpace or Bebo, but the
structure of these VC is embedded in 3dimensional on-line
Internet platform. In this social 3D Internet environment
the avatars are involved in spreading the Word-of-Mouth
(WOM) about both real and purely virtual brands. Word-of-
Mouth is “informal, evaluative (positive or negative) talk
between two or more people, online or offline, about an or-
ganization, brand, product, or service, which may or may
not include a recommendation” [6]. These article is focused
on analysizing the nature of spreading WOM about real
brands within virtual worlds, this means that the subject of
examination is purely digital WOM (WOM in virtual
world: vw-WOM). The empirical data presented in this arti-
cle was obtained from the largest social virtual world for
adults — Second Life.

II. REesearcH PROBLEMS

In Second Life (SL) the avatars can easily be in touch
with other users, spend time together, discuss different is-
sues, take part in social events such as party or concert.
This virtual community is growing due to excellent commu-
nication tools embedded in SL such as voice, instant mes-
saging, notecards or e-mails. Avatars form their own society
without geographical boarders and they create their own
economy based on the Linden Dollar - exchangeable to the
American Dollar. As it mentioned above, in this 3D Inter-
net environment the users are involved in spreading the
Word-of-Mouth (WOM) about both real and purely virtual
brands. The spreading of WOM depends on the strength of
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the ties between consumers and strong ties contribute to in-
formation flows [7] Therefore the following research ques-
tions connected with the nature of social ties and WOM
within SL can be raised: (1) How willingly do avatars share
their opinions about real companies within the virtual
world? 2) Do the social ties between avatars moderate the
avatar’s willingness to share opinions about companies? It
can be hypothesize that:

H;: The strong social ties positively influence the
avatar’s willingness to share opinions about the brand.

WOM can be positive or negative. The research of Sun-
daram, Mitra and Webster [8] indicated four motives for
spreading positive WOM (altruism, product involvement,
self-enhancement and helping the company) and four mo-
tives for spreading negative WOM (altruism, anxiety reduc-
tion, vengeance and advice seeking). Marketing literature
emphasizes the role of negative WOM. It means that dissat-
isfied consumers willingly share their disappointment with
others. Are there any differences between spreading positive
and negative WOM within the virtual world? The
formulated hypothesis is:

H,: An Avatar more willingly shares a negative experi-

ence than a positive one.

The users within Second Life are potential consumers in
three markets: the real market, the market formed by tradi-
tional web-sites and the virtual world market. Are there any
differences in spreading WOM referring to ‘real market’
company activity, ‘on-line’ company activity and market
activity within the virtual world? Because avatars emerged
in virtual world it can be presumed that users may be more
willing to share WOM referring to the company’s activity
within Second Life. Therefore the following hypothesis can
be formulated:

H;: Avatars more willingly share their brand experience

connected with a company’s activity within the virtual
world than their brand experience connected with company
activity on its web-sites.
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H,: Avatars more willingly tell about their purchase sat-

isfaction when the purchase is made in the SL market com-
pared to the real market.

III. METtHODOLOGY

The survey was conducted within the virtual world of
Second Life. Respondents - avatars completed a question-
naire set up on the Jan Kochanowski University web-site.
The survey was conducted in March and April 2009 and 50
Polish avatars responded to this questionnaire.

IV. REesuLrs

The first part of questionnaire evaluates the strength of
social ties. The respondents agreed or disagreed with given
statements (the scale was from 1 to 5 points). The result
shows that there is a high acceptance of statements referring
to making friendship and being in touch with friends within
Second Life (Table I). 66% of interviewed users think that
the virtual world allows them to build real strong relation-
ships between avatars, only 10% disagree with this view.
Moreover the majority of respondents perceive the virtual
world as an environment allowing them to create friendly
ties which are stronger than ties created through social net-
works on web-sites such as Facebook or nasza-klasa. Build-
ing friendships is also a major motive avatars of living
within SL — 76% of respondents indicated making friends
as important activity (table II). Although the created social
ties could work as a facilitator of vw-WOM, the statistical
analysis shows that there is no significant difference be-
tween the two groups - the users who strongly focus on so-
cial aspects of being within Second Life and users who do
not focus on social life - in spreading vw-WOM (p>0.05 test
U Mann-Whitney — see Table III and Table IV). There is
also no differences between both groups (‘social’ and ‘unso-
cial’) in sharing links to companies web-sites (p>0.05 test U
Mann-Whitney). The survey indicates that 50% of users
have visited a company’s traditional web-sites due to receiv-
ing the link from other users. Almost the same percentage
of users was engaged in sending the company’s link to other
avatars.

TasLE .
THE ACCEPTANCE AND REJECTIONS OF GIVEN STATEMENTS

Rejection Neutral Acceptance Mean Medium
S &) -5
Second Life allows users to build real strong relationships 10% 24% 66% 4.00 4
between each other (avatars)
I have many friends within Second Life 12% 20% 68% 3.98 4
In Second Life new friendships are more significant and stronger 20% 16% 64% 3.64 4
than friendships made on social networking sites such as
Facebook or nasza-klasa
My friends within Second Life mostly come from Poland. 10% 12% 78% 4.20 5
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Avatars are willing to spread positive Word-of-Mouth
about companies. If they like the company’s activity they
are keen on sharing positive experience: 82% of respon-
dents tells the other users about an interesting company’s
land within SL, 66% of respondents tells the other users
about an interesting company web-site, 88% of respondents
tells the other users about a satisfying purchase in Second
Life market and 78% of respondents tells the other users
about a satisfying purchase in the real market. Negative ex-
periences are not so eagerly shared by avatars: only 42% of
respondents tells the other users about a company's land
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they disliked, 28% of respondents tells the other users about
disliked company web-site, 38% of respondents tells the
other users about a purchase in Second Life market they
were dissatisfied with, 30% of respondents tells the other
users about dissatisfied purchase in the real market.

The analysis shows that there are statistically significant
differences in the distribution of variables of spreading the
positive vw-WOM (Wilcoxon test, p<=0.5 -Table V — re-
sults for this analysis marked yellow). The results con-
firmed that avatars are more willing to share positive vw-
WOM about a company’s land compared to sharing positive

TasLe Il.
THE AVATAR'S MOTIVATIONS

What is the most important for you in Second Life % users indicating activity
(max. 2 answers)
Building friendships 76%
Earning money 38%
Building and scripting 30%
Education 18%
Other activities 42%

TasLe IlI.
THE POSITIVE EXPERIENCES RECOMMENDATIONS FOR OTHER AVATARS

(code of variable) How willingly do you share your opinion with p U Mann — Whitney
other avatars (recommendation within SL) between the groups
Not at all Rather  [Rather Yes ‘rejection’ and
not yes ‘acceptance’ of the
statement ‘I have many
friends within SL’

You visited the company’s land within SL and you liked it (20) 2% 16% 46% 36% 0.50

You visited the traditional company’s web site and you liked it (30) 10% 24% 40% 26% 0.60

You bought something in Second Life and you are a satisfied customer 4% 8% 32% 56% 0,46

(40)

You bought something in real life and you are a satisfied customer (50) 8% 14% 30% 48% 0,70

TasLE IV.

SHARING NEGATIVE EXPERIENCES WITH OTHER AVATARS

(code of variable) How willingly do you share your opinion p U Mann — Whitney
with other avatars (;;commendation within between the groups
) ‘rejection’ and
Not at all Rather  [Rather Yes ‘acceptance’ of the
not yes statement ‘I have many
friends within SL’

You visited the company’s land within SL and you did not like it (21) 14% 44% 28% 14% 0,46

You visited the traditional company’s web site and you did not liked it 20% 52% 22% 6% 0,68

(3D

Y ou bought something in Second Life and you are an unsatisfied 16% 46% 16% 22% 0,82

customer (41)

You bought something in real life and you are an unsatisfied customer 22% 48% 16% 14% 0,73

(51)
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information about traditional web-sites. There is no signifi-
cant difference in spreading positive WOM about an inter-
esting company's land and satisfying purchase in SL, but
avatars are more willing to share positive vw-WOM about
satisfying purchases within SL compared to sharing infor-
mation about purchases in the real market.

There are no statistically significant differences in
spreading negative WOM referring to virtual company’s
land, buying unsatisfied products, visiting traditional web-
sites or being a disappointed customer in the real market (p
> 0.05 Wilcoxon test, Table 5 — the results of this analysis
marked red).

In the next aspect of the analysis of spreading WOM, the
data shows that there are significant differences between
spreading positive WOM and negative WOM in a particular
market (p<0.05 Wilcoxon test, Table V — the result of this
analysis marked blue). Avatars are significantly more keen
on sharing positive recommendation about a company’s
land compared to complaining about a company’s land to
other avatars. Subsequently avatars are willing to share pos-
itive opinions about web-sites, but they are significantly less
willing to share negative views. Users who made satisfying
purchases within SL are more eager to share this positive
experience compared to situations when they bought unsat-
isfying SL products. Exactly the same interrelation refers to
purchases in the real market.

The statistical analysis shows that the formulated hypothe-
ses were not fully supported. Therefore:

- The hypothesis - H1: Strong social ties positively influence
the avatar’s willingness in sharing opinions about the brand
— was rejected.
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- Hypothesis - H2: Avatars more willingly share a negative
experience than a positive one — was rejected. The opposite
hypothesis was confirmed — avatars are more willing to
share positive information than negative news.
- Hypothesis - H3: Avatar more willingly shares their brand
experience connected with a company’s activity within the
virtual world compared to brand experience connected with
company’s activity on the web-sites — should be analyzed
taking into account the positive or negative WOM. In
spreading the negative WOM, the hypothesis was rejected.
In spreading positive WOM, the hypothesis was supported:
® avatars are more willing to share positive vw-
WOM about a company’s land compared to shar-
ing positive information about traditional web-
sites,
® avatars are willing to share information about a
company’s virtual land at the same level as about a
satisfying purchase in Second Life
- The hypothesis - H4: Avatars more willingly talk about
their satisfaction with purchase when the purchase is made
in the SL market compared to the real market — was sup-
ported in the aspect of spreading positive vw-WOM. There
are no significant differences between spreading negative
vw-WOM about dissatisfying purchase in real market and
about dissatisfying purchase in virtual worlds.

1. Concrusion

The survey indicates that the nature of WOM within the
virtual world is likely to be different than in the real or web-
sites market. Firstly, the role of positive vw-WOM should
be highlighted. Contrary to real market where unpleasant
and dissatisfying customers’ experiences are often passed

TasLe V.
THE DIFFERENCES BETWEEN DISTRIBUTION OF VARIABLES — P WILCOXON TEST
20 21 30 31 40 41 50
20
21 0,00
30 0,05
31 0,07] 0,00
40 0,15
41 0,90] 0,00
50 0,05
51 0,10 0,00
TasLe VI.

How Do THE VIRTUAL WORLD AND WEB-SITE INTERACT?

‘What is the most important for you in Second Life
(max. 2 answers)

Yes

Have you ever visited a company’s traditional web-sites because | 50% 50%
you received the link to this web-site from another avatar

(referring to a company which sells their products in real

market)?

Have you ever sent other avatars a link to a company’s Internet 42% 58%

web-site (referring to a company which sells their products in
real market)?
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on, within virtual world avatars focus on sharing positive
experiences. The avatars behave like tourists visiting a for-
eign exotic country — they would like to get to interesting
lands and it is waste of time to visit boring ones. Surpris-
ingly, analysis showed that the social ties do not influence
the avatar’s willingness to share opinions. The possible ex-
planation lays in the homogeneity of Polish users of SL.
The Polish community is relatively small and the majority
of users are focused on creation of strong social ties.

The analysis proves that a company’s activity within Sec-
ond Life, on web-sites and in the real market are partly in-
terrelated. Although avatars concentrate on spreading posi-
tive information about company’s activities within SL the
data also showed that avatars are talking about the ‘outside’
world e.g. they share links to the company’s web-sites.

So far, companies’ marketing in the three discussed mar-
kets (virtual world, web-sites and real) is often not linked by
one marketing strategy. For instance some companies do
not hype their marketing within SL on their web-sites or in
real market. In this case the communication is one-sided -
there is a link inside SL to web-sites, but web-sites do not
include the information about the SL company’s activity.
But WOM can not be limited to one particular environment
— avatars share links and spread negative information with-
in Second Life independently of the place where they are
customers: virtual world, real life or web-sites. This proves
that company’s brand should be consistently built in all
markets.
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