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Imagine a world where you can transform your appearance, fly over places, teleport to
another location at an instant, create objects at will, live in a house of your dreams, host and
attend events in fantastical locations, communicate with others and make friends without the
constraints of distance, and virtually do just about anything. Does such as world exist?

In a virtual world such as the Internet site Second Life (http://secondlife.com/), these
are all made possible. Anthropologist Tom Boellstorff, from his avatar's point of view, takes
us on a tour of Second Life during its formative years, describing his experiences of having
immersed himself in this virtual world for years (since June 2004). He provides us with an
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ethnographic portrait of the culture in Second Life by describing the features within the
world and by presenting several fascinating vignettes that vividly illustrate various kinds of
behaviors and social interactions of avatars (i.e., virtual representations of “actual” people
who participate in this virtual environment). Interestingly, he considers virtual worlds as
“places” (though virtual) where its users are able to live, explore, interact, form
relationships, and build communities just as they would in real life.

Given the content and writing style of this academic book, many readers may
conclude that it is geared primarily to anthropologists, other social scientists, and perhaps
graduate students in these fields. However, Coming of Age in Second Life: An
Anthropologist Explores the Virtually Human may also be suitable to those with a college
degree and a serious interest in Second Life as a novel medium for social interaction. The
writing style is educated but accessible, and the book is full of entertaining anecdotes and
observations, though it may not appeal to those already familiar with the intricacies of social
customs in Second Life. It is certainly not a book about how to use Second Life. Boellstorff
clearly presents it as a study based on extensive ethnographic research that takes a thoughtful
look at the way people behave in virtual worlds.

Personality and social psychologists will find Boellstorff's views interesting to say the
least and perhaps may feel challenged in their views about psychological models of the self.
Boellstorff invites his readers to reflect on the old and new meanings of the virtual and the
human, claiming that we are all virtual humans anyway, viewing the world as we do through
the prism of culture. He argues that being “virtually human” is what we have been all along.

An inquiry that psychologists will want to make about the function of this book and
the knowledge it offers about Second Life is the extent to which social behaviors and norms
in virtual environments are comparable with those in the physical world. One such study that
attempted to answer such inquiry was that of Yee, Bailenson, Urbanek, Chang, and Merget
(2007), in which data were collected from observing avatars that revealed that social norms
of gender, interpersonal distance, and eye gaze transfer into virtual environments, even
though the modality of movement is entirely different (i.e., via keyboard and mouse as
opposed to eyes and legs). There are also some important insights in the book that may be of
interest, especially to social psychologists. Two examples that come to mind are Boellstorff's
points about the kindness that Second Life residents routinely extend to one another and the
extent of multichannel communication.

Second Life: Implications for Psychological Research

Psychologists can learn much from the methodological approach that Boellstorff has taken in
studying Second Life. This is the first book to take a sustained exploration of an
environment like Second Life from a purely anthropological perspective and, presumably,



will become the basis for new approaches on how such spaces are studied. This book would
be important reading for those considering using Second Life as a platform for social and
psychological research. Boellstorff does an effective job of describing how his study was
conducted and the ethical principles he employed while doing it.

Western psychologists tend to be partial toward a more quantitative approach to
acquiring knowledge, but, in the case of this book, the qualitative approach in studying
Second Life provides us with a rich understanding of the myriad characters and how they
behave and interact. A reader will likely come away asking questions about how our lives
are being transformed in very real ways by what is happening in the virtual world. Research
psychologists will have a field day in studying psychological phenomena in such worlds.

The second part of the book, titled Culture in a Virtual World, comprises much of the
content of this three-part book and is likely to be the most interesting to psychologists. It
illustrates many familiar psychological constructs such as temporal and visual perception,
the concept of self, self-agency, sexuality and love, language, creativity, addiction, altruism,
antisocial behavior, and interpersonal communication and behaviors, to mention a few. An
earlier example was Donath's (2007) exploration of how virtual world users may accurately
communicate and understand the behaviors of other graphical avatars, as well as their
physical characteristics and capabilities, given the graphical and multimodal limitations of
virtual worlds.

Bainbridge (2007) pointed out that virtual worlds offer great potential as sites for
research in the social and behavioral sciences. There are a number of research methodologies
that may be used from within virtual worlds, including formal experimentation,
observational ethnography, and quantitative analysis of social networks.

Second Life: Implications for the Practice and Teaching
of Psychology

Virtual environments such as Second Life could potentially be unique platforms for
psychological research; additionally, they also have profound implications for teaching and
training methods, clinical interventions, advocacy, social support communities, and even
collaboration between psychologists from around the world. Interestingly enough, a number
of discussion groups and other places exist within Second Life that offer counseling and
mental health support. You can find these virtual places simply by doing a search within the
Second Life environment and teleporting directly to them. There are also several virtual
classrooms available on Second Life scheduled during specific times in which avatars may
gather in a virtual classroom environment with an “instructor” avatar leading the class or
lecture. Both textual and audio modes of communication are available to supplement the
graphical interface and on-screen presentations.
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Psychologists have yet to extensively explore how Second Life may be used in ways
that “extend” their work. The possibilities are endless, and the need to investigate and
experiment in the use of virtual worlds as media for delivering psychological services,
teaching and training, and forming support groups will become even more apparent as
virtual worlds evolve into a more mainstream part of the Internet.

In general, this book has successfully planted seeds for psychological inquiry about
virtual worlds, Second Life in particular. Some interesting inquiries may include the
following: Are behaviors seen in inhabitants in virtual worlds opening new realms in
observing and explaining human behavior? Do behaviors in such worlds provide valuable
insights about being human and how we evolve in a world in which technology seems to
permeate and change our lives and the ways we interact with others? As virtual worlds gain
popularity, how will this affect our real-world lives? Will new pathologies emerge as a
function of this? Obviously, there are more questions of possible interest to psychologists
who realize the far-reaching impact on psychology.

Boellstorff, through his book, may have provided many psychologists with a powerful
catalyst to test relevant psychological theories and phenomena in virtual worlds and to
explore how the use of this Internet-based technology may transform the way we advocate
policy, do research, present instructional material, and conduct therapeutic interventions.

References

Bainbridge, W. S. (2007, July 27). The scientific research potential of virtual worlds.

Science, 317, 472–476.

Donath, J. (2007, July 6). Virtually trustworthy. Science, 317, 53–54.

Yee, N., Bailenson, J. N., Urbanek, M., Chang, F., & Merget, D. (2007). The unbearable
likeness of being digital: The persistence of nonverbal social norms in online virtual

environments. CyberPsychology & Behavior, 10(1), 115–121.

December 17, 2008, Vol. 53, Release 51, Article 2

© 2008, American Psychological Association

http://psycinfo.apa.org/doi/getuid.cfm?uid=2007-12069-001
http://psycinfo.apa.org/doi/getuid.cfm?uid=2007-12069-001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.1146930
http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.1146930
http://psycinfo.apa.org/doi/getuid.cfm?uid=2007-11018-002
http://psycinfo.apa.org/doi/getuid.cfm?uid=2007-11018-002
http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.1142770
http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.1142770
http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.1142770
http://psycinfo.apa.org/doi/getuid.cfm?uid=2007-02824-016
http://psycinfo.apa.org/doi/getuid.cfm?uid=2007-02824-016
http://dx.doi.org/10.1089/cpb.2006.9984
http://dx.doi.org/10.1089/cpb.2006.9984
http://www.apa.org/about/copyright.html

	Second Life: Implications for Psychological Research
	Second Life: Implications for the Practice and Teaching of Psychology

