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Users in virtual worlds: information needs & information seeking behaviors. 

Purpose

The purpose of this course is to examine the information needs of virtual world 
inhabitants and how they meet these needs. The course focuses on the native information 
seeking behaviors and preferences of virtual world users, which may depart from 
traditional library models.

A user-centric framework is the backbone of this course. This philosophic underpinning 
rests on the concept of Library 2.0 where users are the ultimate focus of library services, 
including users as collaborative partners and content creators.

This independent study was constructed because the researcher wants to know more 
about virtual world users in order to better inform the services and resources that libraries 
and librarians provide there. Virtual worlds present a unique opportunity for librarians to 
creatively apply the mandate they have to serve their user communities. A better 
understanding of user traits, preferences, needs and behaviors can help design the best 
services and resources for, and in collaboration with, the denizens of virtual worlds.

This course involves unique research within Second Life. While it is outside the scope of 
this course to examine the plethora of other virtual worlds and massive multi player 
online games, it is hoped that by looking at Second Life, conclusions can be drawn about 
the nature of information needs and information seeking within virtual world 
environments.  

Background

In 1995, Marchionini observed that “we deal with information in new forms, especially, 
electronic digital forms that are more abstract, more dynamic, and more malleable than 
printed or painted information”1. While Marchianini was concerned with the proliferation 
of digital indexes and other bibliographic databases at the time, these words resonate just 
as much over 10 years later. 

Virtual worlds provides an immersive information experience that is certainly “more 
abstract, more dynamic, and more malleable” than text and images. Virtual worlds also 

1Marchionini, G. (1995). Information seeking in electronic environments. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. http://ils.unc.edu/~march/isee_book/web_page.html 
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extend beyond the rich information landscape made possible by the rise of the Internet. 
These online environments present information – and facilitate the seeking of it – in a 
radically different way from the hyperlinked text that became the hallmark of Web 1.0 and 
the interactive technologies of Web 2.0.

Second Life is one such virtual environment. The people who use Second Life, represented 
there as avatars, have created this virtual world and retain the intellectual property rights to 
anything they construct there. Second Life residents build and use virtual objects – a book, a 
flying car, even libraries. And avatars interact with each other through text and voice. Second 
Life is not a game because it does not have an ultimate goal or tasks set forth for players to 
complete. Instead, it is a virtual place that both mirrors the real world and makes possible 
fantastic creations that have only been imagined in real life. 

Many libraries, information centers and librarians have set up shop in Second Life to do the 
business they have always done: the provision of information, resources and services to 
people who need them. One will find virtual reference desks, bookcases, computer terminals 
and kiosks alongside comfortable chairs that avatars can use to lounge, read and study. Book 
talks and author series take place in Second Life, and book clubs meet there. What this 
researcher finds interesting is that (to her knowledge), most libraries have been constructed in 
a unique, library-focused region of Second Life and most library resources and services 
mirror existing real-world models.

To understand the implications of this virtual world model for librarianship,an in-depth 
understanding of the virtual world population is needed. This course offers the first piece of a 
larger inquiry about best practices for libraries and librarians in virtual worlds. This 
methodology could form a model for how libraries can complete market research within 
virtual worlds to get to know their users before creating institutions, resources and services 
there. It may also help provide insights into where and how services can be most effective 
within Second Life.

An additional issue that has propelled the researcher to study the users of virtual worlds is 
the common perception that only high-tech, anti-social personalities utilize these online 
spaces. This “freaks and geeks” stereotype is a prevalent attitude towards Second Life. 
The result is that many people see themselves and their institutions as removed from this 
growing virtual landscape. The ability to articulate the actual characteristics of people 
who use Second Life will help in a perennial battle to legitimize virtual worlds as 
respectable places for learning and development, business and librarianship.

Research problem and questions

While libraries and librarians are utilizing virtual worlds like Second Life in interesting, 
useful ways, it is unclear if current models meet the unique needs of virtual world 
denizens. This project seeks to uncover the characteristics of a defined set of Second Life 
users, with an emphasis on their information needs and current methods for fulfilling 
those needs within a virtual world.
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● What are the traits and characteristics of everyday Second Life users? What are 
their information needs? What sorts of information or resources do they rely 
specifically on Second Life for?

● How do Second Life users go about finding needed information?

● What kinds of information do Second Life users find in this virtual world? Is it 
helpful? Is it different or unique from real world information?

● Are there information hubs that exist in Second Life (people, institutions, 
publications or other sources) that act as information hot spots? If so, how do 
everyday users become connected with these sources?

● What are everyday Second Life inhabitants' perceptions of libraries and librarians 
within Second Life? How does this compare with other sources of information 
found within Second Life?

● How much awareness is there about libraries in Second Life?

Objectives

• Study virtual worlds from a user-centric viewpoint, drawing on existing virtual 
worlds and online gaming research 

• Gain an understanding of the purpose, operations and uses of virtual worlds 
• Build expertise in avatar creation, navigation and other virtual world utilities 
• Utilize sound research methods to gather informative, practical data  
• Engage in hands-on research within Second Life to answer critical research 

question(s) 
• Learn how to set up and market a virtual world event to attract an audience for 

the dissemination of research information.
• Build presentation skills specific to a virtual world environment.

Methodology

Nature of the research. Virtual worlds offer the unparalleled opportunity to utilize a mix 
of research approaches with just one researcher. Within Second Life, various avatars can 
be created to accomplish different research purposes. The methodology proposed here 
will utilize two separate avatars: one to engage in immersive virtual ethnographic field 
work utilizing a participant observation framework (non-obtrusive) and a second to 
directly interact with defined subjects through participant interviews (obtrusive). The 
research methods to be employed are both highly qualitative in nature, although some 
quantitative counting of data points may take place in the participant observation portion.

Research subjects. This research project seeks to draw information from everyday users 
of Second Life. The pool of research subjects to be initially considered includes all 
Second Life users. The researcher will attempt to draw research subjects not affiliated 
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with libraries in order to provide for a more diverse cross-section of the potential user 
base within Second Life (e.g. the research will not focus on librarians, MLIS students, 
etc.). The researcher plans to survey popular places, events and leisure activities within 
Second Life to identify an appropriate pool of research subjects. Further exploration will 
define whether a specific community (e.g. residents of a defined region or members of a 
particular group) will be chosen or whether subjects will be considered across all such 
boundaries. 

The research pool will be subject to participant observation as well as direct interaction 
with the researcher through focus groups. One-on-one interviews will focus on identified 
super-users. Super-users are defined as people who have been involved with Second Life 
since its inception, those who run institutions or businesses within Second Life or those 
other with an otherwise important, respected status within a Second Life community/sim. 

Use of deception. Some deception will be used during the non-obtrusive portion of the 
research. As mentioned, a separate avatar will be used that will attempt to act as a part of 
the user community. This avatar may communicate with subjects as required in the 
normal course of Second Life social interactions but will attempt to keep such 
communication at a minimum. The researcher will not disclose to the subjects her role as 
a researcher or her role in real life as a library worker or MLIS student. The researcher 
will withhold this information to remain as neutral as possible and to to gather the most 
objective, authentic data about the user community to be studied. As consent will not be 
obtained from these subjects, the researcher will be careful to gather only non-identifying 
data nor any data that could do harm to any of the subjects. This portion of the research 
makes IRB approval imperative.

Tools. The researcher will develop three tools for this project:
1. Interview questionnaire
2. Focus group questionnaire
3. Tracking form for unobtrusive observations

The pilot phase of the research will inform the researcher about the need to utilize screen-
capture technologies to record any portion(s) of the research. It is assumed that some sort 
of recording will be necessary, particularly during focus groups and interviews if voice 
communication is used. When textual communication occurs, the chat history will be 
saved for later data analysis. The researcher is uncertain at this point about the need to 
record any of the participant observation portions of the research; the researcher hopes to 
be able to simultaneously observe and record necessary data to avoid doubling the time 
necessary for this portion.

Role of the researcher. The researcher assumes that she has much to learn from the 
inhabitants of Second Life and that the people using Second Life are themselves the best 
experts on their own information needs and information seeking behavior. Thus, the 
research focuses on learning as much as possible from direct and indirect interaction with 
these people. In essence, the user is considered the source of information for the purposes 
of this project. 
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The researcher's role is focused on listening. The researcher will attempt to remain 
neutral and as objective as possible and design all research instruments to be as objective 
as possible. 

The researcher expects to spend about 30 hours on research over the course of four 
weeks, or about 7.5 hours each week. This is estimated to allow for:

● 15 hours of participant observation (about 3 hours/week)
● 6 hours of 1:1 interviews (4 interviews at about 1.5 hour each)
● 9 hours of focus groups (3 focus groups at about 3 hours each) 

Time estimates for interviews and focus groups do include selection of location, set-up 
and transcription of notes immediately following. These time estimates do not account 
for the recruitment of research subjects, which will have begun at the start of the semester 
but is expected to continue throughout the course of the research. Other course activities 
(see time line below) will also be taking place during this four-week period.

Weaknesses. A major weakness of this approach is that the size of the research subject 
pool will be limited by the in-depth nature of the research. This may result in a number of 
subjects that does not meet the threshold for generalizing the results. Another weakness is 
that the researcher is reliant on volunteers for the interview and focus group portions of 
the research. While the researcher will make every attempt to use random sampling in her 
invitation to participate in the research, respondents will ultimately be self-selected. Any 
resulting bias in a non-representative respondent pool has the potential to skew the 
research data. 

Another factor is the real-life constraints imposed on the researcher. A full-time work and 
full-time school schedule leave weekend and evening hours (CST) as the main times that 
research will be conducted; this certainly impacts the pool of research subjects that will 
be accessed.

The limits imposed by the anonymous nature of a virtual world must also be noted. Truth, 
especially about oneself, is a gray area in online places like Second Life. Virtual personas 
can at times depart from their real-world counterparts. For example, about 20% of female 
avatars within Second Life are created by men.2 Any demographic data or other facts 
about subjects' real lives that this research seeks to collect cannot be verified. At the same 
time, anonymity may allow some people to share more freely than they would in a real-
world research setting. The nature of virtual worlds also makes a rich mixed-methods 
approach possible through the use of two avatars, which would be hampered in the real 
world.

2Rymaszewski, M., Au, W. J., Wallace, M., Winters, C., & Ondrejka, C. (2007). Second Life: the official  
guide. Hoboken, New Jersey: John Wiley & Sons.
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Research project products

The student will be assessed based on the production of the following:

• Comprehensive literature review (paper)
• Small-scale pilot study to test methodology (brief report)
• Analysis of research data (brief report)
• Presentation of research findings within Second Life utilizing technologies 

specific to virtual worlds and polished avatar presentation skills.

Tentative time line

November 2007:
● Submit independent study proposal
● Register for course

December 2007:
● Submit IRB application to Dominican University

January 2008: 
● Literature review
● General exploration of Second Life
● Identification of a user population for research project
● Initial solicitation of research subjects
● Further review of research methodology

February 2008:
● Literature review complete
● Development of research tools 
● Pilot research project (e.g. testing)
● Revision of methodology, as needed
● Solicitation of research subjects

March 2008:
● Research (1:1 interviews, focus groups, participant observation)
● Research marketing of final presentation
● Research virtual world presentation methods

April 2008:
● Conclude research 
● Data analysis
● Final presentation construction 
● Market final presentation as Second Life event

By May 15, 2008:
● Final presentation 
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Professor/Student interaction 

The student expects to meet with the professor every other week for 30 to 60 minutes to 
discuss progress (maximum expectation is two hours of professor's time each month). 
Meetings will, in general, take place via phone or within Second Life. At least one 
meeting should – if at all possible – take place in-person during the instructor’s visits to 
Minnesota. 

Evaluation

The professor will develop appropriate weighting for each of the portions of the research 
project outlined above and inform the student of weighting and any rubrics used by the 
start of the course.

Contact information

The professor or Dean may contact Margaret Ostrander at mcostrander@stkate.edu or 
651-848-8552 (work) or 612-340-1241 (home) for any further information needed for 
this proposal.
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