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Introduction: aims and methodology of an ethnographic research on consumption in 
Second Life 
 

This paper focuses on the results of ethnographic research on consumption carried out in 

one of the most popular online virtual worlds: Second Life (SL). The aim of the research was 

to examine the reasons for and features of virtual consumption, also in relation to First Life. 

My focus is on consumption practices in Second Life, in order to investigate differences and 

similarities with consumption in material real life. In particular, I explored the production of 

meanings, relationships and differences in term of status, prestige and reputation through 

consumption in-world. 

This virtual ethnographic study (Hine 2005, Boellstorff  2008) was conducted through self-

observations, participant observations and in-world in-depth interviews (private chats) with a 

panel of SL Italian users who served as informants and mentors. The results regard a 10-

month study from November 2007 to June 2008 and from December 2008 to April 2009. I 

focused mostly on fashion and on consumption connected to the appearance of avatars, which 

are the most common and widespread forms of consumption in-world. 

First, I’d like to explain my interest in conducting research on consumption in virtual 

worlds. Secondly, I need to spend a few words to define just what is a virtual world, and to 

describe the main features of Second Life relevant for to research about consumption. Finally, 

I will illustrate some hypotheses emerging from my research, which is not yet concluded. 
 
 
 
 
                                                             
1 Contact: roberta.bartoletti@uniurb.it 
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  In-world in-depth interview with J.J. (April 2008) 
 
 
The reasoning behind a study of consumption in a virtual world 
 

In contemporary societies, the experience of connection supported by the evolution of 

Internet is growing, and the practices of consumption are involving new places, including the 

Web and online worlds, in different ways. I focused my research on Second Life, one of the 

most important virtual worlds, because during my first weeks of experience as a user I 

realized that consumption plays a central role in it, and not in a simple way. Indeed, 

consumption plays an important role both from the point of view of the “owner” of SL, the 

American business company Linden Lab, and from the perspective of the users. 
 
 
What is a Virtual world? 
 

A virtual world can be described as a computer program that presents the three features of 

the definition proposed by Edward Castronova: interactivity, physicality and persistence.  

 
“A virtual world or VW is a computer program with three defining features: 
- Interactivity: it exists on one computer but can be accessed remotely (i.e. by an internet connection) 
and simultaneously by a large number of people, with the command inputs of one person affecting the 
command results of other people. 
- Physicality: people access the program through an interface that simulates a first-person physical 
environment on their computer screen; the environment is generally ruled by the natural laws of Earth 
and is characterized by scarcity of resources. 
- Persistence: the program continues to run whether anyone is using it or not; it remembers the 
location of people and things, as well as the ownership of objects” (Castronova, 2001, 5). 

 

In virtual worlds, the users interact through the digital physicality of their avatars, objects 

and environments, which are visible to all. In this sense, Second Life is a virtual world. The 
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physicality of objects, spaces and bodies, even though it is digital, is a crucial feature of 

virtual worlds in the perspective of consumption studies. Although digital, the consumption 

goods in-world enable users to mark meanings, in other words, they allow their users to create 

and share meanings with each other. These meanings concern identity, social relationships 

and belonging and in-world status. 
 
 
SL features  relevant for consumption 
 

Second Life is an online, 3D virtual world that is visited each month by approximately one 

million users located worldwide. This statistic can be considered an optimistic estimate of the 

number of active users. In one week (the week of July 21st 2009) the logged users are about 

half that number: 577,539 users. 

SL is a virtual world completely imagined and created by its residents, who are its users or 

consumers and are at the same time its producers. This is a significant characteristic of SL as 

regards the study of consumption. This virtual world starts out empty, and is created by 

residents in a physical and a symbolic sense. The residents can create objects (clothing, 

furniture, avatars, buildings et cetera) but they also create ways of moving, acting and, in 

general, ways of using the virtual world and ways of relating with each other. 

This first feature has a corollary: the residents are owners of their creations, and they can 

sell them to other Residents since they own the intellectual property rights to whatever they 

make. As a result, in Second Life it is possible to purchase anything: land, houses, any kind of 

consumption goods and even the appearance of the avatar. These exchanges occur in a way 

similar to what happens in a capitalist marketplace: through money.  

The SL economy is indeed based on an internal virtual currency: the Linden™ dollar (L$). 

Residents can buy and sell Linden dollars on the official virtual currency exchange of Second 

Life2. In Second Life, money in the form of virtual currency is a commodity that can be 

bought and sold like any other, so SL residents spend real money to buy virtual goods and 

services. In this way the internal virtual economy is linked to the external “real” economy. 

Residents can collect virtual currency either by buying it or earning it thanks to business 

activities in-world, creating and selling goods or services. In any case, disposable income is a 

flexible constraint with respect to consumption in-world. 

As a result of these two features, and the great possibilities for consumption and 

production and consequently exchange amongst users, there is a vast marketplace in Second 
                                                             
2 In 2008 more than USD $100 million worth of L$ were bought and sold, as reported on the official 
web site of Linden Lab: http://secondlife.com/whatis/marketplace.php, accessed July 22nd 2009. 
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Life. “With nearly USD$ 35 million traded between residents each month, the Second Life 

economy has grown to become one of the world's largest user-generated virtual economies,” 

as Linden Lab affirms on the official site of SL3.  

The reason for this high number of transactions is connected not just to the features of the 

virtual world but also to residents’ needs and desires for virtual goods.  

On the other hand, resident consumption is not compulsory: avatars are not programmed to 

have a need for goods for their survival in-world. When a new user joins SL, he gets or she 

gets a basic avatar with basic characteristics (body shape, skin, hair and clothing) free of 

charge.  

My ethnographic research started with the realization that consumption is one of the 

pivotal aspects of Second Life, and that consumption in-world has some original features as 

compared to consumption in “real” life which are connected both to the rules of the world and 

to the uses made by the residents and to the interactions between these two levels. In this 

framework, virtual consumption has to cope with both augmented possibilities and new 

constraints which I will briefly illustrate (Bartoletti 2008). 
 
 
The results of the study 
 
 
The increased possibilities for consumption in Second Life 
 

As I have already underlined, everything in Second Life is created by the users and 

everything takes the form of commodities. Shops in which to buy something can be found 

everywhere in SL. I have yet to emphasize however that in Second Life a second, typical kind 

of SL commodities also exists: free commodities. These “free commodities”, known as  

freebies, are  items or objects  “made available at no cost (or costing 1$L)”4.  Freebies make 

consumption more accessible in SL respect than it is in the “first life”, because they enable 

every user to go shopping, regardless of whether or not he or she has currency to purchase 

something. Even SL currency is itself in a certain sense a free commodity, thanks to the 

“camping” activities that allow residents to earn money by simply staying or sitting or 

dancing in a land devoted to camping5. 

                                                             
3 http://secondlife.com/whatis/marketplace.php, accessed July 22nd 2009. 
4 Retrieved from "http://wiki.secondlife.com/wiki/Freebie" 
5 “Camping is when somebody pays you to sit (or dance, or sweep the street, or wash the windows ...) 
at their land; the longer you stay the more you earn. Typical rates are L$1 per five to twelve minutes. 
At today's exchange rate, you would need to camp for at least 23 hours to earn one U.S. dollar. 
Camping typically happens in shops, malls and clubs, and the reason it occurs is that the owners want 
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A freebies shop: “Freebie Heaven” (October 2008). 
 

I suggest that we could understand this infinite availability of commodities as a useful 

condition for the widespread socialization of users to virtual consumption: we are used to 

consumption in our first life, where commodities have both a use-value, connected to the 

bodies of commodities and to the physical needs of consumers, and symbolic values (sign-

value and symbolic-value in Baudrillard’s classification). However, although virtual goods 

lack use-value as a consequence of their immateriality, and therefore a “functional alibi” 

(Baudrillard 1972) disappears, freebies do allow SL residents to gain wide experience with 

shopping for and consumption of virtual goods without costs, perhaps just wasting time but 

not money. In doing so, they are able to discover the reasons for consumption in SL and, in 

the end, to understand that virtual consumption is an effective tool for better living in and 

interacting with others in the virtual world, a reason that emerged from my observations and 

interviews. 

Furthermore freebie shops let SL Residents learn free of charge how to shop and to 

consume in a virtual world that has its own specific rules, geography and difficulties: in 

moving around, in finding the desired goods, in evaluating the quality of the goods, in 

imagining clothes in 3D which are mostly presented in shops in 2D et cetera.  In other words, 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
to make their place seem more popular than it really is. Statistics on sites' traffic are published 
regularly, e.g. on the "popular places" tab of the Search window, and the owners are paying you (the 
camper) to help them cheat the system. Don't feel too bad about camping, though: everyone has done 
it for some amount of time, at least when they were newbies”, http://wiki.secondlife.com/wiki/Camp. 
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SL users need specific training in order to become aware of the sense of virtual consumption, 

as well as specific training in order to get used to and skilled at virtual shopping and virtual 

consumption. Freebies and freebie shops make this possible at no cost. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Freebie dress: 0 L$ 
 
 
Artificial constraints for digital goods: the primacy of property over consumption 
 

A specific characteristic of virtual goods is their reproducibility without limits imposed by 

material resources: in other words, virtual goods solve the problem of scarcity that is typical 

of the real economy. Nevertheless, in Second Life virtual goods and consumers still have to 

cope with a kind of artificial scarcity, that the owners – Linden Lab – allow and the residents 

as producers incorporate at their will. The original makers of Second Life objects can indeed 

allow or disallow their further copying, transfer or modification. These permissions can be 

combined by the original producer in different ways, and thus defines different typologies of 

goods6.  

                                                             
6 “These examples will give you an idea of how they work: Example 1: A clothing designer wants to 
sell a pair of pants. They want the next owner to be able to make the pants into shorts if they want. 
They also want the buyer to be able to give them as a gift. Permissions: YES Modify, NO Copy, YES 
Resell/Transfer.  Example 2: A vehicle builder wants to sell a jet ski. They want the new owner to be 
able to change the color and they want them also to be able to delete it after it is rezzed, rather than 
worry about picking it back up into inventory. Since they are letting the owner make unlimited copies, 
they have to be sure that the jet ski isn't resold by the new owner. Permissions: YES Modify, YES 
Copy, NO Resell/Transfer Example 3: A builder makes a couch. They don't want the owner to change 
anything about the couch. They don't want the next owner to even be able to see the couch details. 
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In effect, different types of permission work in combination in order to protect the property 

rights of producers and their profits. Producers may decide to avoid the reproducibility of 

their creations and also to narrow the freedom of circulation of virtual commodities and the 

possibilities of customization by the future owners of the goods they have created. In other 

words, Second Life gives producers a special power to control the life and the circulation of 

their creations even after they have been sold. For example, a consumer can’t buy a “used” 

good or give it away to another consumer if it is marked as “no transfer”.  

In this way, the producer is also able to impose limitations on a gift economy that, in 

Second Life, can be paradoxically restricted by producers. If a virtual good is marked as “no 

transfer”, consumers are forced to give money if they want to give a gift, even though they are 

aware that this is not the same thing as giving a good or the corresponding amount of 

currency necessary to buy it7. 
 
 

From an in-world interview of  Velas L., helper in SL: 
 

[14:38]  Velas Lunasea: ah I forgot to say 
[14:38]  Velas Lunasea: if you want to give a gift to someone in SL 
[14:38]  Velas Lunasea: you can’t just take something and transfer it 
[14:38]  Rosa Waechter: yes 
[14:38]  Velas Lunasea: the things which you have to pay for are “no-transfer” 
[14:39]  Rosa Waechter: I noticed that 
[14:39]  Velas Lunasea: so one has to give you the money 
[14:39]  Velas Lunasea: a thing that I HATE  
[14:39]  Velas Lunasea: so I don’t let anyone give me gifts 
[14:39]  Velas Lunasea: but it’s complicated to explain 
[14:39]  Rosa Waechter: no 
[14:39]  Velas Lunasea: and F. was hurt when I said that I don’t want any gifts 
[14:39]  Rosa Waechter: :) 
[14:39]  Velas Lunasea: then I explained to him 
[14:39]  Velas Lunasea: and he understood 
[14:39]  Velas Lunasea: so 
[14:39]  Velas Lunasea: in brief 
[14:39]  Velas Lunasea: he chose my dress  
[14:40]  Velas Lunasea: and it’s one of the most beautiful dresses that I own 

 

  
In Second Life there is a primacy of property related to consumption, and consequently 

producers can control the fate and paths taken by their creations after their selling, narrowing 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
They also don't want copies made. Permissions: NO Modify, NO Copy, YES Resell/Transfer”; 
http://wiki.secondlife.com/wiki/Permissions_FAQ, accessed July 2009. 
7 In some cases it is possible to purchase as a gift online:  
https://www.xstreetsl.com/modules.php?name=Marketplace&file=item&ItemID=1023130 
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the creative and expressive possibilities/capabilities of consumers. This is a significant 

difference as compared to consumption in first life, where consumers are full owners of the 

goods they buy, can use them as gifts or give away useless things or little-used goods, or 

share them. All these practices of consumption are impossible in Second Life for objects in 

the “no-transfer” category. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

        

 
My “no modify, no transfer” shoes. 

 

 

What this means is that, in a world freed from scarcity, we paradoxically find a simulation 

of scarcity (shortages). This also occurs in other virtual worlds8.  

Finally, if the original producer disallows the possibility to modify his or her creations, 

future consumers won’t be able to customize digital goods, or personalize them to make them 

closer to their wishes and needs. The bricolage or “do it yourself” practices that are so 

common – and free – in first life are instead, in SL, strictly controlled by a privileged category 

of users: that of the original producers. 
 

                                                             
8 “Many synthetic worlds, particularly those that follow the MMORPGmodel, have imposed scarcity, 
such that acquiring, making, or developing things of value demands significant amounts of time and 
also such that most objects of value cannot easily be duplicated. As a result, the values for these 
commodities can bear a strong relationship to the amount of time required to make them. Of course, 
these efforts to control scarcity on the part of the worlds’ makers are not immutable—players with the 
right access (perhaps by drawing on social capital) or abilities (cultural capital) can hack or exploit 
under certain circumstances; this is just one more way that these domains exhibit their complexity—
they cannot be perfectly governed”, Malaby T., 2006. 
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The blurring distinction between production and consumption 
 

This is a major topic in contemporary consumption studies, in terms of productive 

consumer or prosumer (Toffler 1990, Jenkins 2006). In SL, each user can buy anything they 

wish to, but can also create anything, so in any moment they can play the role of consumer or 

of producer, and can shift from one role to the other at any moment. At least at a first glance 

the original distinction between producer and consumer seem to be blurring in Second Life, 

but the story is more complex. The evident primacy of the property of intellectual rights  

introduces indeed a new form of distinction amongst users: the distinction between original 

producers and later consumers who can be deprived of their faculty to be prosumers. The 

productive nature of consumption in the case of SL virtual goods can be greatly restricted in 

order to defend the rights of the original producer, the only one who is recognized and 

protected by the virtual world as the authentic and legitimate producer.  

Consumption in this virtual world highlights some interesting connections between 

prosumerism and the market economy, and can shed light on the conditions under which 

prosumer activities are allowed and supported by producers. 
 
 
Virtual social stratification? 
 

The last question I would like to address is if and how social stratification is shaped in 

virtual worlds, particularly in Second Life.  

The mere ownership of virtual goods – virtual land, virtual houses, virtual clothing, and so 

on – is not in reality an effective sign of status and prestige in Second Life. The dépense 

(Baudrillard 1972), the wasting of currency necessary to acquire virtual goods is not 

significant enough, because virtual goods are vastly cheaper than their “first life” equivalents 

and don’t need spending for maintenance after the initial purchase: in other words, they are 

affordable to every one. An average price of a good quality ladies’ dress is about 300 linden 

(about an American dollar), while with 1,000 Linden dollars (less than 3 American dollars) 

you can acquire a luxury dress, and so on9. Affordability is a specific feature of Second Life 

virtual goods, and implies that the exchange-value of these goods is mostly low.  

                                                             
9 A limited-edition medieval castle is achievable with 53 US dollars (15,500 Linden Dollars): 
https://www.xstreetsl.com/modules.php?name=Marketplace&file=item&ItemID=914728, accessed 
August 4th ,2009. 
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High costs and further barriers to accessibility are effective tools to transform consumption 

goods into high-status signs. Both of these conditions are lacking in most Second Life virtual 

goods. One example of virtual goods that can function as high status sign in Second Life is 

that of works of art, when the designers ensure that they are unique or at least that their 

production and distribution will be limited (Martin 2008). There are also some examples of 

limited edition clothing and outfits, an attempt to introduce scarcity and rarity in virtual 

worlds and that could function as markers of status and uniqueness, of social differentiation or 

of individuality10. 

My observations of interaction patterns and semantics of Residents in connection to 

consumption was relevant in order to identify how a kind of specific social stratification takes 

shape in Second Life.   

Although a form of traditional social stratification rooted in economic capital is indeed 

present in SL, I found that a more significant criterion to mark differences of status and 

prestige in Second Life is based on knowledge and skills. A relevant distinction that occurs 

continuously in resident interactions is indeed that between “newbies” and other residents. A 

newbie is a neophyte, a newcomer to Second Life or a user who, despite a longer period of 

time passed in Second Life, is not yet familiar with the virtual world11. Newbie is a common 

label used in Internet to mark newcomers or inexperienced users. In Italian,  newbie is 

translated in niubbo or gnubbo. 

                                                             
10 See for example this Limited Edition Cupcake Evening Dress, available only from June 4th to June 
18th 2009 at slurl.com/secondlife/Dailey/150/134/33 and displayed in Flickr: 
http://www.flickr.com/photos/london-dailey/3596515408/ 
11 “A newcomer to Second Life or Teen Second Life; a resident who has joined for a relatively short 
period of time and/or is not familiar or comfortable with Second Life’s culture, interface etc. The 
newbie cut-off point is generally considered to be at around 90 days. It is possible to still be widely 
regarded as a newbie if you are older than 90 days old if you do not act your age. Using AOLisms in 
the metaverse's local chat (such as "u" instead of you, "ur" instead of "your" or "you're" or LOL 
instead of "/me laughs") or lacking knowledge otherwise expected of someone 90 days old will 
generally cause one to be accused of being a newbie regardless of age”, 
http://wiki.secondlife.com/wiki/Newbie, accessed July 30th, 2009. “newbie: /n[y]oo´bee/, n.  [very 
common; orig. from British public-school and military slang variant of ‘new boy’] A Usenet neophyte. 
This term surfaced in the newsgroup talk.bizarre but is now in wide use (the combination “clueless 
newbie” is especially common). Criteria for being considered a newbie vary wildly; a person can be 
called a newbie in one newsgroup while remaining a respected regular in another. The label newbie is 
sometimes applied as a serious insult to a person who has been around Usenet for a long time but who 
carefully hides all evidence of having a clue”. http://www.catb.org/~esr/jargon/html/N/newbie.html, 
accessed July 30th, 2009. In SL “Mentors, both formal and informal, often offer help in the form of 
advice and training. Concierge services are aimed at training new users quickly. Many content 
providers offer free or very cheap items to new users, such as skins, hair and clothes.” 
http://secondlife.wikia.com/wiki/Newbie. 
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The distinction between newbie and experienced user is still a dynamic one, the fate of 

newbies is that they will either become experienced residents, or leave the virtual world (since 

for inexperienced users, in the long run SL is boring). The boundaries of this distinction are 

mobile also because mentoring is a very common practice in Second Life: residents who are 

more familiar with the virtual world often offer help to newbies in the form of advice and 

training. Freebies can also be considered as a form of mentoring to new users, who can use 

cheap or free contents to improve their appearance and consequently their identity and the 

interactions in-world. 
 
 
Extract of an in-world interview with Ginevra L., a designer and producer in SL:  
 

“it’s more fun to interact with experienced residents” 
 
 
Extract of the in-world interview with Junikiro J., informant: freebies as help for newbies 
 

[15:08]  Junikiro Jun: in an abundance economy 
[15:08]  Junikiro Jun: linden (dollars) and objects lose the value they carry with them very soon 
[15:08]  Junikiro Jun: so we look for value in reputation 
[15:08]  Junikiro Jun: and so in the gift 
[15:08]  Junikiro Jun: new users become help 
[15:09]  Junikiro Jun: there is a lot of freebie production 
[15:09]  Junikiro Jun: if a new (user) enters this shop 
[15:09]  Junikiro Jun: I give him clothes for free 
[15:09]  Junikiro Jun: et cetera 
 
 

For these reasons, if the distinction between newbies/experienced Residents is strong, the 

cut-off point between them is very dynamic, and new newbies will continuously substitute 

former newbies becoming expert thanks at least in part to the help of formal and informal 

mentors. The inclusive logic is stronger than the distinction and exclusion logic. In any case, 

an  older age of a resident is mostly considered as a sign of higher status, if it’s accompanied 

by adequate skills and a rich network of relationships, which constitute cultural capital and 

social capital (Bourdieu 1987). In this perspective, we can suggest that, in Second Life, these 

two last dimensions of capital are more relevant than economic capital in the distribution of 

status and prestige in-world. 
 
 
Conclusions 
 

I discovered that through consumption SL Residents construct their identities, relationships 

and belonging, and their in-world status itself: the role of virtual consumption goods in 
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constructing meanings is very similar to that of material culture in “First life” (Douglas and 

Isherwood 1979, Miller 1998). 

Secondly, consumption in a virtual world involves augmented possibilities but also new 

constraints, which are generated both by the rules of the virtual world (in the case of SL, the 

rules of a digital capitalist market economy) and by the uses of its Residents (patterns of 

interaction, rituals, etc.). In SL, for example, the priority given to the protection of property 

rights (each resident is owner of its creations in-world) reduce the possibilities of a gift 

economy. At the same time, in SL there are more possibilities for consumption than in the 

real life thanks to the widespread availability of free goods on the in-world market.  
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