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Abstract   

A virtual world with its immersive nature, 3D visuals and global reach is identified as a 

lucrative platform to conduct marketing. On the contrary at present the marketing 

capability held by public virtual worlds such as Second Life, vMTV and Active Worlds is 

thoroughly debated as more and more of real world businesses fail in their attempt of 

virtual marketing. Even though a single cause is not revealed expert views emphasise 

on erroneous marketing practices and implementations which are not compatible with 

the virtual world platform.     

Research concerns a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods based on four 

industry areas namely apparel, beverage, IT services and media. Qualitative approach 

analyses eight marketing strategies of real world brands for virtual world based 

marketing representing both successful and failed attempts, evaluated with expert views 

on virtual marketing. Quantitative research takes the form of a survey concerning a 

sample of 40 virtual world users. 

Research results in a set of best practices which guide the strategy formulation process 

for virtual world based marketing for real world brands. A model is designed to facilitate 

the categorisation of best practices allowing the derivation of a customised set of best 

practices to suit a given scenario. A web portal is deployed as the representation 

medium which provides easy access to corporate virtual world users scattered around 

the globe.        

Marketing perspective of virtual worlds is a developing discipline and thus thesis bears 

much potential value. More profound research would result in the creation of effective 

best practices and the model can be further developed with the identification of more 

relevant categorisation criterion for the marketing perspective of virtual worlds. 

 

Key Words ï Virtual Worlds, Second Life  
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1 Introduction  

1.1 Chapter overview 

This chapter provides an overview to the entire dissertation emphasising on important 

aspects such as the problem domain and proposed solution. Chapter initiates with an 

introduction to the project environment proceeded by an in-depth description of the 

problem domain. Motivation, project contribution, objectives and proposed solution 

further describe various aspects of the project. Finally following chapters of the thesis 

are briefly explained providing insight for further reading. 

1.2 Project Background 

The concept of virtual worlds (VW) is seemingly becoming popular setting new trends in 

cyberspace. Originated as a source of entertainment, currently VWs has widened its 

spectrum, serving numerous fields such as education, healthcare and business.  

Questioning what is a VW? It refers to computer generated real or imaginary worlds 

which facilitate multiple users in real time. User interactions are considered a vital 

characteristic in VWs as they lead to various ventures such as community building and 

establishment of businesses (Barnes & Mattsson 2008; Bray & Konsynski 2007). 

Second Life (SL), Active Worlds and Moove are examples for currently active VWs.  

On the other hand considering the context of current marketplace with its intensified 

competition businesses are on the watch for new technologies which would assist them 

in achieving an edge over rivals. Recognizing the business potential behind VWs IBM 

and Cisco were few of the pioneers in bridging VWs to their business plans. 

Marketing is viewed as a business area which could be lucratively facilitated by VWs 

(Barnes & Mattsson 2008). Immersive environments together with its global reach 

contribute in the formation of a globally accessible, real-like marketplace; eliminating 

limitations possessed by a 2D websites and the conventional market place. Also VWs 

are renowned for its prototyping ability and thus market research is identified as another 

viable venture (Arakji & Lang 2008). 
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Despite the potential VWs hold, most marketing attempts fail in reality depicting its 

immaturity as a marketing platform, as further described under óProblem Domainô. Thus 

recognition of means to transform VWs to a successful marketing platform has become 

a major concern. 

1.3 Problem Domain 

1.3.1 Virtual Worlds as a Marketing Platform and its Origin 

As facilitated through its features such as high immersive and collaborative 

environments and global reach VWs hold an immense potential to conduct brand 

marketing activities (Lui, Piccoli & Ives 2007; Christopher 2001). 

Anticipated by above possibilities more than 100 real world brands with a greater 

proportion being fortune 500 companies, such as IBM, BMW, Giorgio Armani and 

LôOreal Paris established a virtual presence, particularly in SL the most renowned VW 

at present (KZero 2007). Figure 1-1 illustrates the distribution of real world brands in SL 

by end of year 2007. 

 

Figure 1-1: Distribution of Real World Brands in SL by 2007 (KZero 2007) 

1.3.2 Current Status of VW Based Marketing 

Transforming this potential to a reality seemed complicated as businesses started 

collapsing within SL paving the way for much debate. As mentioned in a research paper 
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by Arakji & Lang (2008) at SL 90% of virtual stores failed within 18 months claiming a 

petite growth potential highly opposing to the predictions made at the commencement.   

Reviewing reasons for this failure Arakji (2008) argues on the absence of an evaluation 

process to measure effectiveness of marketing practices whereas Lui (2007) elaborates 

on the lack of consideration given to the type of product/ service in the creation of a 

marketing strategy. On the other hand Goel (2007) points out the erroneous use of 

marketing practices due to the continuation of real world marketing strategies within 

VWs.  

These diverse standpoints together confirm the lack of knowledge on VWs as a 

marketing platform and stresses upon the timely need to conduct ample research in 

order to feel the real flavour of VW based marketing. 

1.3.3 Place in Future  

Market analyst Gartner has predicted that 80% of web users will have an online avatar 

by 2011 (Wyld & Maurin 2008) as also backed by figure 1-2. This confirms the timely 

value in determining methods of converting VWs for a successful marketing platform as 

it would be a key source of gaining a competitive advantage according to above 

predictions.  

 

Figure 1-2: Evolution from Web 1.0 to Web 3.D (Fetscherin & Lattemann 2007) 
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1.4 Motivation  

ñCompanies are already using virtual venues to help employees and business partners 

collaborate and learn. IBM personnel from around the world regularly meet on a private 

island that IBM owns in Second Life.ò         

         (Hemp 2008) 

This article titled, óGetting Real about Virtual Worldsô published in Harvard Business 

Review expresses the prospective nature behind the use of VWs in a business 

perspective. Thus it provides insight and the urge for further reading on the subject area 

which as a whole convinced author of the timely appropriateness and significance in 

contributing towards a topic of such calibre. 

1.5 Project Contribution 

Table 1.1 illustrates the project contribution made to project stakeholders representing 

both commercial and academic perspectives. 

Stakeholder Category Contribution 

Commercial aspect  

Real world brands intending to utilise 

public VWs as a marketing platform 

Provide guidance throughout the strategy 

formulation process for VW based marketing  

VW owners 
Increased user base due to strong marketing ability 

possessed by the VW in the long run  

Prospective Consumers 
Provide reliance to users by educating them on 

effective usage of VWs as a marketing platform  

Academic aspect 

Research fellows Stands as a base for future research on subject area  

Students and Academics Provide insight encouraging  to perform research on 
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Table 1-1: Project Contribution and Relevant Stakeholders 

1.6 Aim and Objectives 

1.6.1 Aim  

Identify a set of best practices to guide a business in utilizing Virtual Worlds for 

marketing and develop a model to demonstrate these best practices in a practical 

manner.    

1.6.2 Objectives  

¶ Conduct a literature survey and a review, using available literature on business 

perspective of VWs in order to identify possible usage and contribution of VWs 

for various business areas.  

¶ Conduct a research in identifying current marketing strategies followed by 

organizations in VWs to obtain a clear understanding of current implementations 

and practices for VW based marketing. 

¶ Conduct a research in evaluating above findings in order to define a set of best 

practices for VW based marketing.  

¶ Design and develop a model to demonstrate the practical usability of the set of 

best practices. 

¶ Document findings in a comprehensive manner in the project dissertation.  

¶ Evaluate set of best practices and the model with the use of a pre-defined 

evaluation criterion set by author to discover weaknesses, areas not addressed 

and possible improvements and there by enhance validity of research and model.  

1.7 Proposed Solution  

Authorôs solution to the problem domain is to offer a customised set of best practices to 

drive the strategy formulation process of real world brands engaged in VW marketing. 

Initially author would identify a raw set of best practices through an extensive research 

of current VW based market strategies, consumer opinions and expert critiques. Then a 

model will be designed and developed to facilitate categorisation of best practices with 

novel areas with a potential importance  
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regard to a set of conditions. This model would assist marketers in deriving a set of best 

practices in accordance with the nature and requirements of a specific organisation. 

Finally the model will be presented to its users through a suitable medium, enabling 

users to derive a set of best practices based on user defined inputs. 

1.8 Insight to Following Chapters 

¶ Chapter 01: Introduction  

Bears project environment, problem domain, objectives, project contribution, proposed 

solution and methodology providing a concise outline of the project undertaken.  

¶ Chapter 02: Approach  

Describes the process of selecting an approach, a methodology and analysis, design, 

business and software tools where author distinguishes between available options, 

justifying her choice of selection.   

¶ Chapter 03: Project Management  

Describes the project management techniques adapted through out the project life cycle 

including revised plans. Assistance from supervisor is also outlined. 

¶ Chapter 04: Literature Review  

Literature review presents a review of available literature concerning the entire business 

perspective of VWs with regard to current practices, implementations, advantages and 

disadvantages for key business areas facilitated by VWs. 

¶ Chapter 05: Analysis 

Analysis chapter concerns the project scope and vital aspects of the research such as 

information gathering methods, sample selection and flow of research activities  
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¶ Chapter 06: Research Conclusions 

This chapter bears the initial part of the proposed solution; a research to identify a set of 

best practices for VW based marketing. A qualitative and a quantitative analysis of 

gathered information is conducted in determining the best practices as the research 

conclusion. 

¶ Chapter 07: Design  

Includes designing of the model, which is part of proposed solution to the problem 

domain.  A step by step approach is maintained in constructing the model design and 

defines a web portal as its presentation medium providing appropriate design material. 

¶ Chapter 08: Implementation  

Concerns the implementation of the model through incorporation of best practices and 

implementation of the website by facilitating the user interaction with the model in 

deriving a customised set of best practices 

 Chapter 09: Evaluation 

This chapter evaluates the project in accordance with a pre-defined evaluation criterion 

by author. Evaluation by author, expert evaluation, evaluation against project objectives 

and time plan are stated with appropriate justifications. 

¶ Chapter 10: Conclusion 

This chapter includes the essence of above chapters as it reflects the overall idea of the 

project together with project limitations and suggested set of recommendations as future 

enhancements. 

1.9 Chapter Summary  

VWs facilitate user interactions in real time and thus explain the origin of the business 

perspective held many VWs. According to authorôs problem domain, even though 
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marketing is identified as a business area which could be lucratively facilitated in VWs, 

most marketing initiatives fail within VWs paving way to much debate.  

While problem domain focuses on the subject area other topics further describes the 

project under consideration. Motivation statement refers to an interesting article on VWs 

by Hemp (2006) which encouraged author in selecting the research topic. Project 

beneficiaries represent both commercial and academic aspects where real world brands 

intending to have a virtual presence are identified as the key beneficiary. Proposed 

solution is outlined as a customised set of best practices to guide strategy formulation 

for VW based marketing ventures. Finally project report is clarified providing brief 

introductions to each chapter helping reader gain a better understanding of the rest of 

the report.  
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2 Approach & methodology 

2.1 Chapter Overview  

Selection of an appropriate approach, methodology and tools is imperative to the project 

success. Author carries out an extensive study of available options in identifying the 

best alternative for each of the above justifying her choice in a coherent manner. Study 

on óapproachô concerns waterfall and cyclic approaches whereas methodology selection 

covers Rapid Application Development (RAD), Dynamic System Development Method 

(DSDM) and Unified Software Development Process (USDP). Tools and technique 

comprise sections analysis, design, business and software as required at various 

stages of the project. 

2.2 Approach 

Author has considered two widely used system development approaches,  

¶ Traditional waterfall approach  

¶ Cyclic approach which is a combination of spiral and incremental methods 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

VW based marketing is a novel subject area with a high rate of innovation and 

continuous refinement is crucial in keeping the project up to date, preferably for the set 

Figure 2-1: Traditional Waterfall Approach  Figure 2-2: Cyclic - Incremental & Iterative Model  
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of best practices. Further early risk detection is viewed as a crucial factor taking in to 

consideration the tight time frame in which the project is carried out.    

Inappropriateness of waterfall modelôs sequential flow for the project under 

consideration is reflected through its shortcomings such as lack of refinement over each 

completed stage, prevention of early error detection and the inability to adhere to the 

changing business goals (Atlee 2005). 

On the other hand iterative and incremental approach eliminates above limitations 

possessed by waterfall model through circular refinements of completed phases and 

release of small chunks of the product in a frequent manner resulting in a more 

consistent outcome and thus a cyclic approach is chosen as the project approach 

(Bittner & Spence 2006).  

2.3 Methodology 

2.3.1 Methodology Study  

Method (Type) SSDM (Leaner) RAD / DSDM USDP 

Description 

This is also known as 

the waterfall model, 

software processes in 

this category are well 

defined and often 

include detailed 

procedures that 

developers are 

expected to follow in a 

more-or-less serial 

manner 

The RAD model is a linear 

sequential software 

development process that 

emphasises an extremely 

short development cycle. The 

rapid development is achieved 

through a component-based 

construction approach. Used 

primarily for information 

systems applications. DSDM is  

a formalization of the Rapid 

Application Development 

(RAD) 

A rigorous, four-

phase software 

development 

process which is 

iterative and 

incremental.  

When to use ¶ When a Big Up 

Front (BUF) design 

¶ Complex business 

application. 

¶ Business 

scenario 
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is carried off 

¶ When requirements 

are steady and not 

subject to change 

¶ Projects with short delivery 

periods 

¶ Projects with changing 

requirements 

modelling 

¶ Extensive use 

of UML 

¶ More focus of 

design 

¶ Focus of 

change 

management 

Primary 

modelling 

artefacts 

¶ Shall statements 

¶ Logical data model 

¶ Logical process 

model 

¶ Physical data model 

¶ Physical process 

model 

¶ Functional prototype 

¶  Design prototype 

¶ Use-case 

model 

¶ System 

architecture 

model 

¶ UML 

Sequence 

diagrams 

¶ UML class 

model 

¶ Physical data 

model 

Shortcomings 

¶ Not suitable for 

requirements 

changing systems 

¶ BUF design 

consume time and 

money 

¶ Extensive use of 

prototyping 

¶ Less designing  practise 

and modelling 

¶ USDP has no 

limitations in 

the scope of 

use, hence the 

USDP life 

cycle is 

unclear 

Table 2-1: A Comparison of Methodologies Considered (Stapleton, J 2003; Denney 2005) 

2.3.2 Selection of a Methodology 

As illustrated in table 2-1 author has considered SSDM, RAD/DSDM and USDP as 

candidates for the methodology study. SSDM which follows a sequential flow is not 
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viable for the project as itôs not facilitated by the selected cyclic approach. Both RAD 

and DSDM support a cyclic approach, but its relevancy to the project is doubted as its 

main concern lies upon the development of a prototype. 

USDP greatly supports the in-depth study of system functionalities through use-case, 

sequence and domain models and is ideal for the project under consideration as it 

mainly focuses on analysis and design aspects. Also USDP adheres to an iterative and 

incremental approach as required by the selected approach and thus USDP is selected 

as the ideal methodology for project under consideration. 

2.4 Tools and Techniques  

2.4.1 Analysis and Design Tools 

2.4.1.1 Use Case Modelling  

Use cases visualize the connection between actors/users and system itself in regard to 

various functional requirements (Bittner & Spence 2002). Use case modelling is widely 

utilized during the requirements analysis phase as it encourages the precise 

identification of project scope and functional requirements playing an important role in 

project success (Richter 2009). For the project under consideration use cases will be 

utilised in visualising the interventions of user and the model in deriving a set of user 

specific best practices. 

2.4.1.2 Sequence Diagrams  

These provide a diagrammatic representation of a process flow for a single scenario 

(Schmuller 2004). Diagrams are used to realise the use cases by defining the process 

flow of each functional case of the proposed business model. Relating this functionality 

to the project context sequence diagrams will help author in understanding the process 

of deriving a customised set of best practices through the proposed model. 
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2.4.2 Software Tools 

2.4.2.1 Diagrammatic Tools Development  

Rational rose is well recognized for its extensive ability in creating UML related 

diagrams such as use cases, sequence and domain models (Quatrani 2003). As author 

intends to use these diagrams for analysis and design purposes rational rose will add 

value providing clear visualisation and process flows of intervention between model and 

user. 

2.4.2.2 Excel for Presentation of Charts and Graphs  

Author intends to use Microsoft Excel 2007 in the preparation of charts and graphs for 

the statistical analysis. Its wide range of charts in combination with friendliness and prior 

practise of the author would add an advantage over tight time constraints.  

2.4.3 Other Tools and Techniques 

Techniques utilised in information-gathering and web portal implementation will be 

discussed under Analysis and Implementation chapters respectively.  

2.5 Chapter Summary  

Identification of a suitable methodology, tools and techniques at the outset of the project 

immensely contributes to the success of the project. Author has carried out an extensive 

research in identifying the best options as stated throughout the chapter. In identifying a 

suitable approach author distinguishes between waterfall and cyclic models and selects 

the cyclic model for its iterative and incremental nature which incorporates requirement 

changes and early detection of risks. Next a USDP is selected as the methodology due 

to its profound concern over analysis and design phases as required by the project 

under consideration, unlike DSDM and RAD which focus on prototype development. 

Use cases and sequence diagrams are utilised as tools for analysis and design 

respectively whereas Rational Rose is selected as the drawing tool of above diagrams. 

PEST and SWOT are chosen as business tools in providing a strategic perspective by 

identifying external dependencies for the research together with strengths and 

weakness of the model in the realisation of opportunities and threats.  
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3 Project planning & techniques 

3.1 Chapter Overview 

Considering the tight resource conditions under which the project is conducted, need for 

proper project management practices become inevitable.  Author justifies her choice of 

project management methodology and describes how various project management 

techniques are incorporated to the project. Chapter also concerns project planning 

where author justifies the reasons for revised time plans. Finally the role of the 

supervisor is assessed in line with the project complexity, contribution and advice 

received throughout the project. 

3.2  Project Management Methodology  

Success of any project is significantly dependent upon the amount of management skills 

reflected on it (Bruce & Langdon 2007). Hence Prince2 was selected as the project 

management methodology due to its renowned excellence in particular area, viability to 

facilitate chosen cyclic approach together with its ability to be customised according to 

the situation (Office of Government Commerce 2002)  

Moreover Prince2 maintains a variety of procedures in conforming to business 

objectives of a project (Bittner & Spence 2006) and thus could greatly benefit the strong 

business background possessed by the project under consideration. 

3.2.1 Risk Management 

Ample risk management throughout the project life cycle is vital due to various 

uncertainties associated with the project plan (Cagle 2004). Thus a risk log was 

deployed in keeping track of potential risks and maintaining contingency plans which 

was iteratively updated at each life cycle phase keeping abrupt with the changes in and 

out of project boundary, affecting the project progress. Appendix A1 contains project 

risk log V1.3.  

3.2.2 Product Breakdown Structure (PBS) 

A PBS breaks down each deliverable into small chunks, resulting in small but frequent 

and more consistent deliverables. These chunks will be defined in technical, functional 
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and project management aspects to ensure conformance to requirement and timely 

delivery (Siegelaub 2007). 

3.2.3 Version Control Log 

The iterative nature facilitated by cyclic approach and USDP will be well maintained 

through the version control log as its intension is to track changes  to project 

components minimising risks such as overwriting of documents (Siegelaub 2007). 

Project version control log tracks changes with respect to date and justification of 

changes made [A2]. 

3.3 Project Planning 

3.3.1 Original Project Plan  

Preparation of time plans was given much consideration on the recognition of ótimeô as 

the most vital resource to be managed throughout the project. Plans were developed 

using Microsoft Project 2007, in the form of Gantt charts.   

Original plan was constructed at the project commencement and thus lack of knowledge 

on methodology and fact-finding methods caused inconsistencies with regard to time 

segmentation and task breakdown in particular [Appendix- A3, Version 1.0]. 

3.3.2 Revised Project Plan  

Original plan was revised at various points providing direction for a smooth project flow. 

Time plan was first revised to facilitate the methodology and fact finding methods which 

resulted in a more realistic task break down. Secondly V1.2 [A3] was developed 

incorporating the changes materialized due to the domain change which arouse an 

overall project delay. But author was able to incorporate changes with no effect to the 

final end date by planning several unrelated tasks to be carried out simultaneously. V1.3 

[A4, Version 1.3] being the latest version as to date focuses on the inconsistencies 

occurred in V1.2 and methods of overcoming the delay.  

3.4 Project Supervision  

Project supervision was an important aspect which provided ample guidance on subject 

area and various academic standards to be maintained. This was mainly conducted 



REALITY OF VIRTUAL TRADE Project planning & techniques 

 

Page 16 

 

through bi- weekly face-to-face meetings as recorded in the project log book and also 

through e-mail. Support gained from Ms. Udayangi Perera as the supervisor immensely 

contributed to the successful and timely delivery of the project [A4].  

3.5 Chapter Summary  

Understanding the importance of project management with regard to the project 

complexity and tight resource constraints Prince2 was selected as the project 

management methodology to be followed. Prince2ôs customisable nature, past 

excellence and facilitation of cyclic approach justifies this selection. Few project 

management techniques namely risk log, version control and a PBS were deployed 

paving the way for better management of risk, change and resources. Time planning is 

facilitated through MS Project Gantt charts and necessary revision is performed in 

keeping the plan up to date providing means of time management. Project supervision 

also plays a vital role in successful and timely project delivery through continuous 

guidance and inspection.  
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4 Literature review 

4.1 Chapter Overview  

Literature review concerns the entire business perspective of VWs and identifies 

marketing, internal collaboration, training and recruitment as the key business areas 

facilitated by VWs. 

Author initiates the chapter by defining scope for VWs in the context of literature review 

followed by an overview of its commercial value, emphasising on SL, the most 

renowned VW at present. Then the application of VWs in the context of each of above 

business areas is discussed in detail with regard to relevant business practices, 

implementations, their benefits and implications with appropriate examples providing a 

holistic view of the commercial use of VWs. 

4.2 Virtual Worlds Defined  

Virtual Reality (VR) is considered the parental root of VWs and therefore itôs imperative 

to discuss the concept of VR before considering VWs. In a generalised view VR refers 

to the computer generated simulation of real or imaginary worlds (Arts and Humanities 

Data Service 2002; Isdale 2003; Ausburn and Ausburn 2004). Its immersive nature can 

differ from desk-top/ visualisation to fully immersed conditions with the use of hardware 

peripherals such as headgears and body suits to increase the number of senses being 

supported, such as visual, auditory and haptic (Beier 2000). 

Thus VWs can be considered as an internet based extension of desk top oriented VR, 

supporting visual and auditory senses. Within VWs a users socialize with each other 

through their avatars, online representation of a user and is viewed as a significant 

characteristic of VWs (Barnes & Mattsson 2008). 

Scope of VWs varies from massively multiplayer online role-playing games 

(MMORPGs) such as Worlds of War Craft to VWôs such as SL and Active Worlds which 

are activity oriented. Project under consideration refers to none-gaming worlds such as 

SL, Active Worlds and vMTV and figure 01 illustrates a list of such VWs categorized in 

accordance with the field it serve and user age groups.   
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Figure 4-1: Virtual Worlds by Sector, Quarter 01, 2009 (KZero 2009) 

4.2.1 Second Life  

SL is a VW created by Linden Labs in 2003 and at present is regarded as the most 

widely used VW maintaining 12.5 million user accounts by February 2008 (Wang 2008). 

Its users, known as SL residents are facilitated with opportunities to socialize with other 

residents, create communities or engage in business ventures (Mennecke et al. 2007).  

SL has an entirely user built content and buying and selling of user created objects, land 

or buildings is possible, using ñLinden Dollarsò, SLôs currency type, which could be 

converted to real life money. According to Reuters US$1.4 million dollars were 

circulating among the user base everyday by 2008 (Wang 2008).  

4.3 Business perspective of Virtual Worlds  

Steered by web 2.0 concept VWs has diversified its vicinity and purpose in various 

novel contexts. óBusinessô being one such area is facilitated through customisation of 

avatars and objects, notion of property ownership and text/voice communication 

supported by an in-world currency system (Wang 2008).  
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Christopher (2001) identifies the businesses potential of VWs encrusted to its high 

interactive and immersive environment, global reach and superior collaboration ability. 

Thus marketing, recruitment, internal collaboration and training are identified as 

business areas most prominently facilitated by VWs.  

At present utilisation of VWs for business purposes has become a popular tend with 

most businesses lead by fortune 500 companies exploring methods of gaining a 

competitive advantage with the exploitation of VWs (Arakji and Lang 2008). Table 1 

presents a list of brands engaged in VW based business activities categorised in 

accordance with relevant areas.   

Marketing ï Brand 

Awareness 
Market Research Recruitment Collaboration 

Addidas 

BMW 

Coca Cola 

Pontiac Cars 

Dell 

Reebok 

Starwood 

Hotels 

 

Cisco Systems 

Bain & Company 

Sapphire 

Technologies 

 

IBM 

Cisco 

Sun 

Microsystems 

Intel 

Table 4-1: Brands Engaged in VW based Business Activities (Kzero 2008) 

4.4 Marketing 

As revealed through a research by Arakji & Lang (2008) VW marketing entails 3 areas, 

namely brand awareness, market research and virtual e-commerce whereas Lui et al, 

(2007) in their paper titled, ómarketing strategies in virtual worldsô identifies VWs worlds 

as a favourable medium to enhance product knowledge, attitude and purchase 

intension of customers. 

IBM maintains a diverse approach emphasizing on a CRM centric aspect and 

establishment of 24 hour service at their business centre in SL is one example of this 

belief. These business centres let their sales people meet clients and partners and is 
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believed to outstand their 2D website in terms of effectiveness and efficiency (IBM 

2007). 

4.4.1 Brand Awareness  

 

¶ Practices and Implementations  

VWs are identified as a favourable medium to conduct marketing (Hemp 2006) and 

thus numerous brand awareness campaigns have been executed in VWs such as SL 

and vMTV by real life brands. Anticipated by the capabilities of an immersive 

environment, these campaigns took the form of cross promotional offers, virtual stores 

and advertising initiatives such as 3-D virtual replicas of real life products, bill boards, 

brand personification, musical performances and videos (Barnes 2007).  

¶ Advantages and disadvantages  

Figure 2 illustrates the advantages of VWs in marketing, mapping each benefit with 

relevant feature of VWs. Disadvantages possessed by VWs for marketing include high 

cost, high user expectations and implementation risks (Christopher 2001). 

 

Figure 4-2: Advantages of VW based marketing generated through various features of VWs 
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¶ Marketing and Nature of the product  

Marketing is a product specific venture and selection of products which has a high 

compatibility with VWs is considered crucial. According to Lui, Piccoli & Ives (2007) 

VWs work best for products of which the pivotal features could be demonstrated 

through visual and auditory senses as available. Christopher (2001) adds to this 

conclusion identifying IT appliances and services as a favourable segment as most VW 

users are IT savvy personal.  

¶ Research  

As a budding area many research has been conducted in is the realm of VW based 

marketing. Most research is restricted to SL and is viewed as a key limitation. Another 

commonality is that most research aims to evaluate the viability of current market 

practices and identify enhanced method as that is the commercial requirement at the 

moment.  

Similarly research titled óAvatar business value analysis: a method for the evaluation of 

business value creation in virtual commerceô (Arakji and Lang 2008) develops a 

methodology to evaluate v-commerce processes in a business perspective whereas 

óVirtual Worlds as a Medium for Advertisingô (Barne 2007) creates a research agenda 

to evaluate advertising in VWs. A common conclusion made at both cases is the 

immaturity of current processes in achieving the true potential which VWs hold for 

marketing and necessity for further research. 

4.4.2 Market Research  

Precise identification of customer requirement is considered the most effectual method 

of surviving fierce competition in modern market place and thus reflects the significance 

of market research in current context (Goodman 1999).   

¶ VWs Against Traditional Market Research Tools  

On the other hand the HBR article titled ñVirtual Shopping: Breakthrough in Marketing 

Researchò (Bruke 1996b) criticises current market research tools such as test 
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marketing, interviewing and questionnaires and VWs is identified as a more profound 

methods to conduct market research (Arakji & Lang 2008; Lui, Piccoli & Ives 2007; Jana 

2007; Watts, Swann & Pandit 1998; Christopher 2001; Burke 1996b).  Further Burke 

(1996a) as backed by two researches performed by him states that decisions related to 

visual cues reflect the highest rate of accuracy due to deep simulation caused through 

3D visuals. 

Further Goel & Mousavidin (2007) explain the strength of VWs over conventional 

methods. VWs offer the real product to be utilized instead of getting feedback by looking 

at a picture or text and proactive feedback from consumers through virtual stores 

instead of tiring questionnaires to gather with increased anonymity (Jana 2007) creates 

a favourable environment for unbiased self expression. Ellen Gordon, president of 

research company óMarket Truthsô supports these factors even though she limits her 

views to SL for the moment (Wal 2008). 

¶ Current Implementations  

Focusing on its practical aspect Dell and Reebok allow avatars customize their products 

through virtual store fronts and Starwood hotels have constructed a prototype of their 

next hotel in SL completely for market research purposes (Arakji & Lang 2008). Sulake, 

Helsinki in Finland, claims to have conducted a successful global wide research on 

teenagers using the virtual world, óHabooô and claims on its success (Jana 2007). 

¶ Implications 

However inability to prove the consistency of simulation with regard to real life decisions 

is recognized as a major drawback as stated in many literature (Bruke 1996a; Goel and 

Mousavidin 2007; Jana 2007) followed by its costly nature which is a common concern 

in relation to VW related ventures (Watts, Swann et al. 1998; Christopher 2001).  

  

http://www.markettruths.com/
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4.5 Collaboration  

4.5.1 Virtual Office  

¶ VWs as a Virtual Office 

óVirtual officeô refers to a collection of remotely located employees working in unison to 

achieve a common goal (Weinstei 2005). This concept is greatly aided through 

developments in electronic communication channels (Kharif 2007) as its performance is 

expected to elevate inline with the effectiveness of communication medium (Ellis et al. 

2008).  

Concept of virtual office brings in an array of advantages such as more time and easier 

access to work, potential to hire superior talent irrespective of the location and reduced 

cost on office maintenance and travelling. But on the contrary communication and 

cultural issues, more opportunity to abuse, lack of professionalism and unavailability of 

a proper training medium are identified as lapses hindering the effective of the concept 

(Thompson 1997).  

Being renowned for its collaboration ability today internal collaboration is considered the 

most widely used and successful commercial aspect of VWs (Kahai et al 2007). In 

addition to increase the effectiveness of current benefits VW technology facilitate 

effective means of conducting virtual teams and training (Sun Microsystems 2008), a 

key drawback with previous technologies and thus greatly enhances the concept of 

VWs. Illustrated in figure 3 are main internal collaboration activities supported by VWs. 

On the other hand cultural and communication barriers are viewed as a main inhibitor 

intensified through the presence of multiple time zones. But the real time nature of VWs 

provides a positive feedback to above and also greatly contribute in the formation of a 

shared culture between these geographically dispersed teams (Shein 2008). This 

human centric aspect of virtual offices is further discussed under subtopic, óVirtual 

teamsô.  
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Figure 4-3: Features of a VW based virtual office (Forterra 2008) 

¶ Current Implementations  

Today most companies who operate globally with dispersed teams or companies with 

majority of employees working from home has found internal collaboration through VWs 

as a quite significant concept (Kahai et al 2007; King 2008).  IBM, Sun, Cisco Systems, 

Unilever and Intel and Sun Microsystems are few companies engaged in this venture at 

current whereas IBM and Cisco is considered as the pioneers (King 2008).  

Even though at initiation companies utilised private VWs such as SL, today private VWs 

tailor made for the organizational needs has become the trend which focuses on 

enhanced usability and security (IBM 2008).  

Companies such as Unisfair, Forterra Systems and ProtonMedia offer customised VWs 

for corporate purposes and óOliveô by Forterra Systems is a well renowned product for 

virtual collaboration (Forterra 2008) and was awarded the enterprise award for 
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innovation in VWs at the Virtual World Expo 2008 (Forterra 2008).  Further óOliveô has 

been integrated with IBMôs well renowned software for intranets, óLotus Notesô for better 

and enhanced performance (Forterra 2008) and figure 4 illustrates features possessed 

by óOliveô. 

 

Figure 4-4: Features of Forterraôs flagship product óOliveô (Forterra 2008) 

4.5.2 Virtual Teams  

Virtual teams bear the same definition as virtual office, addressing the concept in a 

human centric manner (Kirkman et al. 2002).  

Focusing on current pitfalls faced by virtual teams in their research paper óNature of 

virtual teams: a summary of their advantages and disadvantagesô, Bergiel et al (2008) 

identifies features essential for effective team building and a set of reasons which hinder 

effectiveness of virtual teams as illustrated in figure 6-5.  
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Figure 4-5: Team Building in Geographically Dispersed Locations 

In his research titled ñTeam collaboration in VWsò, Kahai (2007) relates VWs to several 

theories; Media Richness Theory, Media Synchronicity Theory and Channel Expansion 

Theory in proving its capability in reducing above stated complexities and recognizes 

ability of VWs to communicate through multiple senses as the ultimate advantage over 

lean channels and addresses various existent bottlenecks through this unique ability. 

Ellis (2008) confirms above findings in his research titled ñGames for Virtual Team 

Buildingò focusing on real time communication and face to face look and feel which 

cultivate a better team culture in its co-located perspective. These features as a whole 

contribute towards a shared culture establishing a better link between employees. 

4.5.3 Virtual Training  

As mentioned above training was one drawback in the vicinity of virtual office for which 

VWs was recognised as the ultimate solution with its reputation as a distance learning 

platform (Ritzema & Harris 2008).  
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As experts suggest the connection between óparticipant, work situation and learning 

eventô to increase the effectiveness of training gained (Wagner 1994) and thus VWs is 

recognized as a powerful training method. Further elaborating on VW based training itôs 

a distributed learning environment which provides an immersive and realistic 

environment for individual or group training (Nebolsky, Petrushin & Gershman 2007). 

VW training is considered relatively low cost and risk free and will save training costs on 

international training.  Also VWs cater a wide variety of trainings from skills training to 

team problem solving and is being widely utilised either through public or private VWs 

(Nebolsky, Petrushin & Gershman 2007).  

4.6 Virtual Recruitment  

Virtual recruitment can be considered as a budding field with relation to the commercial 

aspect of VWs and Cisco (King 2008), PA Consulting and ABN Amro (Teigland 2007) 

are current uses of the strategy. This practise is facilitated through job fairs and 

exhibitions organised by private VW provider companies such as Unisfair and Forterra 

Systems. Virtual recruitment would enhance the ability to hire superior talent from 

geographically dispersed locations and is viewed as the key advantage of this practice 

4.7 Chapter Summary 

Scope for the literature review was defined as the entire business perspective of public 

VWs such as SL, Active Worlds and There whereas massively multiplayer online role-

playing games (MMORPGs) such as Worlds of War Craft were kept out of scope. 

Marketing, communication, training and recruitment were identified as key business 

areas facilitated by VWs.  

Brand awareness and market research are two categories under the umbrella of 

marketing, supported by VWs. Immersive environments and global reach facilitate this 

venture which is followed by an array of real world brands such as IBM, Adidas, BMW 

and Coca Cola. On the other hand market research preferably for new product 

development is facilitated through the prototyping ability held by VWs whereas Adidas, 

Dell and Starwood Hotels utilise this feature in practise. VWs are considered as a well 

developed platform for this venture which surpasses the drawbacks of conventional 
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methods such as survey and focus groups. But on the contrary a little is known on the 

connection between a persons mindset in a VW and in reality and this factor is found to 

greatly hinder the effectiveness of VWs as a research platform. Other disadvantages 

common to both ventures are listed as high cost and high user expectations. 

VWs have taken the concept of virtual office to the next level with its unique 

collaborative ability combined with its global reach. This is viewed as the most beneficial 

commercial aspect of VWs and thus IBM has integrated the award winning VW creation 

for internal collaboration named, óOliveô. Virtual teams and training are identified as 

major developments from conventional virtual offices. Real time and high interactive 

nature reduce the disturbances caused upon the co-located nature assisting effective 

team building and training provide more real like situations and low cost is viewed as an 

added advantage. Virtual recruitment is another budding field which allows businesses 

hire talent irrespective of geographical barriers. 

Business aspect of VWs is still on the horizon, yearning for further research which could 

further develop its effectiveness in the field of business supporting novel concepts such 

as globalisation. 
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5 Analysis  

5.1 Chapter Overview 

Project scope, information gathering and execution of research component are the key 

topics covered within this chapter. Project scope for the entire solution comprising of the 

research and model is presented under sub topics scope inclusion and exclusion. 

Research component is discussed under the topics, overall structure, information 

gathering, stakeholders, sample selection and assumptions and dependencies. Overall 

structure outlines the flow of the research whereas stakeholder selection, sampling, 

information-gathering justified various decisions taken in designing the research. 

Further identification of assumptions and dependencies was found vital in adding more 

practicality to the research undertaken. 

5.2 Scope 

5.2.1 Scope Inclusion  

Solution to the problem domain consist of two key components namely, a research to 

determine a set of best practices for VW based marketing and a model which depicts 

the practical usability of the set of best practices. 

¶ Research 

Scope of the research will be defined with relation to type of VWs, industry areas and 

marketing aspects under consideration. 

o Type of VW 

Even though in a broader sense project context refers to public VWs which possess a 

business perspective, several specific VWs namely, SL, vMTV (Virtual MTV), Active 

Worlds and There were selected to carryout the research.  

o Marketing Aspect  

VW based businesses can be categorised according to their origin as entirely VW 

based businesses and real world brands with a virtual presence. Project context refers 
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to real world brands in VWs for brand awareness purposes. Also sales of virtual replicas 

of products is considered as part of the scope defining it as a marketing practice from a 

real world perspective.  

o Industry Areas 

Project context refers to industry areas representing both product and service 

categories under four chosen categories. Product categories are namely apparel and 

beverage where as service categories are IT services and media.  

 

Figure 5-1: Scope of the Research 

¶ Model and web portal 

o Model  

Two categorisation criteria have been utilised. One criterion confines to the components 

of the external marketing mix where as the other criterion includes a set of conditions 

comprising of nature of product/ service, price limitations and intension of the marketing 

venture. 
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o Web Portal  

Web portal allows a user to derive a customised set of best practices from pre-

categorised set of best practices. In addition project questionnaire will also be available 

in the web portal. 

5.2.2 Scope Exclusion 

¶ Research 

o VWs 

Research does not confine to public VWs with a business aspect other than the VW 

mentioned under scope inclusion. Further public VWs without a business value, private 

VWs owned by individual companies and massively multiplayer online role-playing 

games (MMORPGs) such as Worlds of War Craft are considered out of scope. 

o Marketing Aspect  

With regard to the business area marketing concerns such as market research, new 

product development and sales would be considered out of scope. 

o Industry Area 

Marketing attempts for industry areas both product and service other than for apparel, 

beverage, IT services and media will be considered out of scope.  

o Model and Web Portal 

Model does not include any other categorisation criteria other than marketing mix and 

set of conditions mentioned above. Similarly web portal will have the same criteria and 

system features will be confined to presentation model and project questionnaire.  
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5.3 Research Overview  

 

Figure 5-2: Overview of the Research Component 

Research makes part of the solution as it derives the set of best practices which is a key 

deliverable. Figure 5-2 vividly demonstrates its structure and execution order providing 

insight to following topics which concerns the research. 

5.4 Stakeholders 

Industry experts, corporate users of VWs and its consumers are found to be the key 

stakeholder categories in the venture of VW based marketing. Corporate users are the 

direct practitioners of the VW based marketing strategies aiming at consumer 

requirements and expectations whereas industry experts hold the ability to criticise 

these marketing strategies assisting the process of continuous refinement.    
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Thus author has employed all three views in her research adding comprehensiveness to 

her solution. 

5.5  Sample Selection  

Author is compelled to limit her research to a particular group particularly as allowed by 

the tight time frame. Selection of a combinational group which resembles all possibilities 

in relation to the bigger picture seems challenging. Below topics discuss authorôs 

approach in sample selection with regard to research platform, industry areas and 

consumers. 

5.5.1 Research Platform  

Business strength possessed by the VW was the main concern as the richness of the 

platform would greatly benefit the execution of research activities. 

 As a result of an extensive study VWs SL (Arakji & Lang 2008), Active Worlds 

(Fetscherin & Lattemann 2007), There (Fetscherin & Lattemann 2007) and vMTV 

(Meacham 2007) were selected as the set of platforms to carryout the research. Even 

though all four VWs possess a marketing aspect, SL is considered the leader in VW 

based marketing as backed reasons discussed below,  

¶ SL holds the record for facilitating most number of real world brands with a large 

proportion being fortune 500 companies as illustrated in figure 5-3. 
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Figure 5-3: Brands in SL (Virtual Learning Worlds 2007) 

 

¶ SL has a vast user base, as illustrated through figure 5-4. 

 

Figure 5-4: SL User Base (Linden Research, Inc 2009) 


