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Abstract

The thesis is designed to improve our understanding of user participation in
Web-based development practices in the commercial setting of the 3D software
industry. It aims to investigate whether the creative capacities of users and their
contributions to the online firm-hosted 3D platform are indicative of a novel
configuration of production that influences the processes of product development across
firm boundaries.

The thesis mobilizes the user participation literature developing in media
research as its main theoretical framework. It builds on insights derived from work on
user participation in media sites as seen through a cultural lens, in particular, as
developed in Henry Jenkins’ notions of ‘participatory’ and ‘convergence culture’. The
user participation literature is supported by a combination of insights drawn from work
on communities of practice and user-centred innovation so as to offer a more robust
approach to examine and appreciate the firm-hosted 3D platform as a site of user
participation. More specifically, the conceptual framework for the study provides a basis
for an examination of the ways a software developer firm encourages user participation
in a market and of how this enables and facilitates particular modes of user creativity.
These are shown to shape and maintain a firm-hosted platform that aids product
development efforts that are expected to benefit the developer firm. An empirical study
of the platform, Second Life, provides the basis for the analysis of firm-user interactions
which are shown to underpin a distinctive firm learning process in the context of
product development that occurs across permeable firm boundaries.

The thesis yields insight into the way a developer firm invites its user base to
partner with it in product development, indicating how aspects of user participation
associated with non-market dynamics are embedded in commercial activity and
professionalism. The pivotal role of users is revealed in the design, development and
sustamability of a firm-hosted 3D product. The findings point to interesting
relationships between the distinctive creative capacities of users and the range of
capabilities afforded by the firm-provided design space. Variations in user participation
and contributions to product development suggest that particular patterns of learning
opportunities occur. The analysis yields several new concepts including a ‘modification
effect market’ which are used to extend existing conceptualizations of user participation

in digital development practices in the commercial setting of the 3D software industry.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

Day, my, day, my, day, my, day, my

- Tomahawk'

1.1 Introduction

This chapter provides an introduction to the research which is concerned with a
‘participatory turn’ reflected in the claimed democratization of World Wide Web
technologies. The availability of relatively cheap and easy-to-use tools and applications
such as game developer toolkits and wikis encourages users to participate in Web-based
development practices. This research is designed to enhance our understanding of user
participation in the commercial setting of the three-dimensional (3D) software industry
with the aim of highlighting the creative capacities of users and their contributions to
product development on a Web-based firm-hosted platform. The study aims to yield
insight into the development and organization of firm-user interactions where both
commercial and non-commercial production modalities interact. It gives particular
attention to the ways participation and practices are structured and organized across
permeable firm boundaries.

The structure of this chapter is as follows. Section 1.2 introduces the study by
describing my first encounters with, and interest in, the 3D software of Second Life. In
Section 1.3 the objective of this study is outlined and contextualized in the main
theoretical framework and supportive themes that underlie the present study. Section 1.4
draws out the scientific and managerial relevance of the research. In Section 1.5 the

structure of the study is outlined, which is followed by a brief conclusion in Section 1.6.

! Tomahawk, God Hates a Coward, Tomahawk (Ipecac Recordings, 2001).
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1.2 A playmate enters a playground

This thesis is about user participation in Web-based 3D development practices,
known as mod development, in the commercial setting of the 3D software industry, and
which is part of a larger, recent phenomenon of users who increasingly participate on
firm-hosted Web sites. It is designed to improve our understanding of how these users
coliaborate and share knowledge and ideas relevant to their participatory experiences
and usage of the firm-hosted 3D platform, and how they improve, develop, and
maintain new 3D platform-related products and services that may benefit the developer
firm.

Research into popular sites for user participation such as YouTube have shown
that users form communities in the pursuit of a shared enterprise, captured by the
conceptualizations of participatory and convergence culture (Jenkins, 1992, 2006). Yet,
how the process of organizing practices of mod community members across firm
boundaries is carried out, or how a framework can be developed for the investigation of
interdependent relationships developing between multiple spheres of economic activity
that underpin the firm-hosted 3D platform, have not been systematically investigated in
the literature. By using a single-case study approach to examine Second Life
(www.secondlife.com) this thesis sets out to illuminate the relationship between mod
community membership and the developer firm, and offers an original account and
conceptualization of user participation in the context of firm-hosted 3D platform
development which involves a distinctive innovation and learning process.

The first time I heard about Second Life was at the 2003 State of Play
conference in New York. The developer firm, Linden Lab, introduced Second Life as a
3D Web-based environment where users, rather than the developer firm, construct,
deconstruct, and reconstruct digital objects such as the houses and clothes shaping and
maintaining Second Life. Rather than offering a developer-imposed narrative, Second
Life is mostly a product of user communities that are central to the design and
maintenance of the platform. This draws attention to a type of user who not only
consumes what Linden Lab has put in front of her/him, but who has an interest in
participating in practices with others bringing their competencies as artists,
programmers, and businessmen, etc. into her/his Second Life experience. This has

resulted in a thriving 3D environment that allows for vibrant social interactions,
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knowledge exchanges, and the improvement and development of 3D products and
services contributing new dimensions to the Second Life experience.

Moreover, Linden Lab generated quite a buzz in the room when it announced at
the conference that the intellectual property rights of these user-made contributions
rested in the hands of their respective creators. This was seen as a dramatic departure
from what was common in the larger games industry. These strategic arrangements
seemed to point to a dynamic relationship between the roles of the developer firm and
the user base underpinning the development of the 3D platform which seemed to
capitalize on the integration of within-firm and external labour processes. Consequently,
users appeared to be more than mere end users. Instead, they are users from whom,
arguably, the developer firm could leamn in the further advancement of the Second Life
product.

I wanted to check it out but life took over until in 2006 Second Life gatecrashed
worldwide, in the on- and offline headlines. With news headlines such as Second Life
Will Save Copyright (Wired, 20/11/06), Get a (Second) Life (Financial Times,
17/11/06), Talent-Spotting in Virtual World’s (BBC News, 21/6/06), and A Virtual
World’s Real Dollars (BusinessWeek, 28/3/06), Second Life was presented as a rather
open and extensible platform for development (cf. Au, 2008; Ondrejka, 2007).> And so,
on an early Saturday morming in London while I was still in my PJs, I installed Second
Life on my Mac and created a female avatar by the name of Rocketgrrr] Tripp.*

The prefab avatar raised from the digital trenches was a rather average looking
young woman dressed in jeans and a tee shirt, so I spent some time toying around with
the appearance editor. After a while I had created Rocketgrrrl more to my liking by
changing her into a raven-black longhaired, big blue eyed woman wearing black latex-
like pants and a jacket, and knee-length black boots. Now ready to explore Second Life
I tried to figure out how to walk the newcomer’s route guided by instruction signposts
in such a manner that I was actually able to read those signs. This was difficult.
Impatiently I gave up trying to read them and checked out the interface menu instead.
By clicking around I accidentally hit ‘search’ and somehow arrived in a nightclub. A

very handsome punk rocker approached me and asked me whether I was interested in

? See hitp://secondlife.com/news/ for Second Life news archives and press releases between 2002 and
2008,

* An avatar is usually a prefab or self-created digital persona controlied by the user. It enables users to
participate and interact in games and other game-like environments.


http://secondlife.com/news/

13

making some Linden Dollars (L$) by ‘camping’ in the club. I had no idea what he
meant. I tried to sit down on a bar stool next to him, but one of my legs was not bending
and my arms stood up straight as if I wanted to reach for the disco ball on the ceiling.
Time to log off. Nearly six hours had past. Still puzzled by what it was that I actually
had been doing in Second Life I could not come up with anything other than ‘not
much’.

That same evening, however, I logged back on and found myself still in the
same nightclub and I was relieved to notice that my posture had turned back to normal.
Not knowing where to go, and knowing only that [ did not feel like staying in the club, 1
stumbled outside and, like a drunk person, tried to walk without bumping too much into
things over vast lands filled with avatars, shops, residential houses, parks, boats, and
nothing but emptiness. What 1 encountered was mostly in a state of ‘under
construction’. Right there and then, I could see avatars on their land chatting using the
lingo like ‘rezzing’ and suddenly new objects would appear from out of nowhere. |
spent that evening just standing here and there to watch other avatars build. That
experience would exemplify the way I was going to spend most of my Second Life. It is
during those times that I encountered and talked to other Second Life users, in all
shapes and sizes, building, texturing, and scripting a living and a social life in the
various corners of the platform.

From early on it was quite clear that the creative capacity of Second Life could
be evidenced in these practices of development, customization, and visual socialization
that were made possible by purposively firm-designed systems, the so-called editor or
toolkit, that put modification activities in the hands of users. However, what constitutes
user participation in the firm-hosted 3D environment, and the relation between mod
communities with the developer firm as co-participants in product development
underpinned by structures for participation and organization of practices across firm
boundaries, have not been systematically investigated. This study, therefore, is designed
to learn more about the increasing importance attributed to user participation in mod
development practices, and the growing significance of social software in the context of
the firm-hosted 3D environment.

The next section introduces the theories and methodology that guide this study.



1.3  Approaching the playground

Rap music, the Jubilee Debt Campaign, the Linux open source software movement and The Sims
computer game have all left their mark on the world in the last decade. Rap infects all popular
culture. The Jubilee campaign led to billions of dollars of developing world debt being writlen

off. Linux is one of the biggest challengers to Microsoft. The Sims is one of the most popular
computer games ever. These developments have one thing in common: they were all driven by
Pro-Ams, innovative, committed and networked amateurs working to professional standards.

This emerging group, the Pro-Ams, could have a huge influence on the shape of society in the
next two decades. (Leadbeater and Miller, 2004: 9).

Say good-bye to today’s experts and cultural gatekeepers — our reporters, news anchors, editors,
music companies, and Hollywood movie studios. In today’s cult of the amateur, the monkeys are
running the show. With their infinite typewriters, they are authoring the future. And we may not
like how it reads (Keen, 2007: 9).

A significant paradigm shift is now underway. The rise of whal is now described as social
software or Web 2.0 environments stands to have a profound impact on social practices, the
media, economic and legal frameworks, and democratic society itself (Bruns, 2007: 1).

From these illustrations, the overarching idea announcing the decline of the
marginal productivity of the user can be heard. Facilitated by user-friendly and
attractively priced (or gratis) software technologies, emerging sites for user participation
are “all forms of digital culture, networked in technology [...] and collaborative in
principle” (Uricchio, 2004: 86). Think Myspace profiles, YouTube videos, Wikipedia
entries, and World of Warcraft avatars. In 2006 Time Magazine acknowledged this
growing importance of user participation by naming ‘you’ Person of the Year.* This
participatory turn (OECD, 2007) is viewed as a new or, alternative, logic that seems to
favour new over old production-consumption configurations that, to some degree,
assume that user participation with particular attention to creative and collaborative
practices on open and transparent (and often, firm-hosted) platforms, are empowering
and are the way of the future. And, while some consider this a dreadful development
that has a detrimental effect on our culture, others hail it as the way forward to sustain
growth and innovation in society.

With this proliferation of digital technologies firm production boundaries are
said to become increasingly porous as a result of having a growing number of users
participate in copying, cutting, pasting, and adding to existing media materials. Turning
to the theoretical msights developing in work on participatory cultures in media sites

(Bruns, 2007; Burgess and Green, 2009; Hartley, 2008; Jenkins, 1992, 2006) users are

* See http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,1569514,00. him! (accessed 14/09/08).


http://www.time.eom/time/magazine/article/0,9171,1569514,00.html

15

well-known to engage in the production of meaning, whether of cultural texts, corporate
intentions, or the technology itself. Especially since the 1990s media researchers have
shown an increasing interest in this linkage between new technologies and users,
looking in particular at the formation of new social collectivities and ‘bottom-up’
redefinitions of cultural practices® (Baym, 2000; Consalvo, 2007; Jenkins, 1992; Klein,
1999; Livingstone, 1991). These studies have aimed to examine online sites of user
participation (and dissatisfaction) that relate firm-produced/provided media content to
(often unexpected kinds of) official and unofficial ‘grassroots’ user practices such as
fansubbing, machinima, and mash-ups.® More specifically, these studies have tended to
yield insight into aesthetic status and social power by casting the work of participating
users as ‘transgressive’ (against the perceived economic interests of the
producing/providing media firm, such as file-sharing networks) or as at least,
‘unintended’ (not considered by the producing/providing media firm but also not
perceived as harmful, such as fan fiction). Such actions were thus seen as users taking
basic materials provided by commercial media firms and actively re-appropriating and
redistributing those materials as cultural practices.

While this blurring of production and consumption practices is not a new
phenomenon it has become more salient in the context of digital technologies
facilitating those diverse practices on a wider scale, engaging firms to look at the
consequences for commercial interests.” In many cases, participatory Web sites
represent successful illustrations of a rapidly evolving (yet often subtle) relationship of
collaboration with users across firm boundaries at a time where it has become
“increasingly clear that the Internet is not only embedded in people’s lives but that with
the rise of a more “participative web” its impacts on all aspects of economic and social

organization are expanding” (OECD, 2007: 15) coinciding with a strong interest and

* This is not new as generations of researchers have focused on the determining effects of technology, the
producing corporations, and the public — the latter understood both as creators and audiences. However,
the recent proliferation of digital technologies has particularly reactivated debates regarding the aesthelic
status of new, technologically enabled expressive forms, and again challenges regarding the role of
commerce in the production of culture have been mounted. Digital technologies have made questions
regarding originality and reproducibility particularly difficult, and they have blurred the lines among
producer, distributor, and consumer to a far greater extent than previous media forms (cf. Gasser and
Emst, 2006; Jenkins, 2004; Uricchio, 2004).

§ Fansubbing refers to fans that provide Japanese animation/manga with subtitles for the enjoyment of
non-Japanese speakers. Machinima is a technique that typically makes use of games to create short films,
Mash-up is the practice of laying the vocal/music from one song over another song.

7 See Jenkins (1992, 2006) for a brief historical context of user participation evidenced from folk culture
where stories were told, retold, reworked and so on.
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awareness of the importance of firm-engagement with those active users.

With its focus on active media spectatorship, collaboration, and creativity, the
user participation literature associated with the concepts of participatory and
convergence culture developed in the media research literature guide the main
theoretical framework of this study. However, although this literature has made many
valuable contributions relevant to the topics investigated in this thesis, insufficient
attention has been given to the development and organization of firm-user relationships
on firm-hosted 3D platforms where both commercial and non-commercial production
modalities interact underpinning product development. This may be due to a rather
functional understanding of user participation which cannot fully explain the growing
significance of the role of mod communities in knowledge production and innovation in
the context of the developer firm.

A first supporting theme in the main theoretical framework is offered by the
communities of practice perspective which assists us in the investigation of learning
relationships between the developer firm and users underpinning product development
across firm boundaries (Lave and Wenger, 1991). Participation in mod communities can
be approached in terms of enculturation practices such as apprenticeship and mastery.
On the basis of shared beliefs and common interests communities are formed, and work
towards enculturating newcomers into communal belief systems, skills, and practices
from those who have already mastered the group’s social and material practices. In
addition, such Web-based communities have been found to be effective in enabling and
facilitating (voluntary) knowledge sharing (Scarbrough and Swan, 2001). Through these
networked communities of practice people are said to develop and share the capacity to
create and employ knowledge which can assist in advancing user creativity that
underlies the organization of product development (Brown and Duguid, 1991; Nonaka,
Toyama, and Nagata, 2000). More specifically, through participation and practices,
users can exchange information and are regarded as being part of the firm’s dynamic
knowledge base, arguably providing the firm with opportunities to learn (Grant, 1996;
Wenger, 1998). This information- and practice-based perspective is therefore expected
to yield insight into the underlying dimensions of the growth of knowledge and sharing
practices across firm boundaries with the aim of highlighting knowledge contributions
as a potential source of competitive advantage (Benkler, 2006; Foray, 2004; Freeman,

1991; Lundvall, 1996).
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The literature concerning user-centred innovation provides a second supporting
theme (von Hippel, 2005). In a more traditional view of innovation, firms take on most,
if not- all, product development, while, in the users-as-innovators model, users are
viewed as valuable innovators in the stages of idea generation and the process of
product development (Jeppesen, 2004; Liithje, 2004). Following the line of argument
associated with rapidly expanding user participation and enhanced networked
connectivity, consulting with users has become an important focal point for firms.
Consequently, firms appear to be actively encouraging and facilitating user participation
in the innovation process which may be evidenced in purposively designed and
provided toolkits. Providing toolkits for innovation and (co-)design is a means of
systematically outsourcing certain design and innovation tasks from the firm to the user,
assisting users in improving and developing new products and services (von Hippel,
2005). In this way, users are presented with a broader palette to participate, better
equipping them to advance and develop products according to their own interests and
needs, while contributing to product development (Thomke and von Hippel, 2002).
From this theoretical lens, the developer firm may be seen to benefit from a relatively
low cost approach to acquiring user-provided information such as user-contributed
ideas, improvements and developments of products and services underpinning the
overall knowledge base of the firm (Allen, 1977; Foray, 2004).

Thus, whereas the development and organization of firm-user relationships in
the context of 3D platform development is underplayed in the user participation
literature, the communities of practice literature and user-centred innovation field can
support this investigation by illuminating aspects of knowledge production and firm-
provided toolkits which underpin learning relationships, allowing a more
comprehensive understanding of product development across firm boundaries.
However, with many accounts in the user-centred innovation literature having
developed an individualistic approach to users-as-innovators such as in the investigation
of motivations for innovating and ways of contributing, and with a somewhat narrow
understanding of communities of practice involving ideas of community membership,
user and firm ‘cultures’ have been rather simplistic addressed in these traditions
compared to the user participation literature (see Chapter 3). As a result, these lines of
research play a subsidiary role in this thesis, providing the contextual themes in support

of the main theoretical framework of this study.
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In the light of this discussion and my primary interest in the dynamics or the

iterative firm-user interactions underpinning Second Life, this thesis aims to investigate:

Q How is user participation constituted and maintained on the firm-hosted 3D
platform, and with what implications for product development across firm

boundaries?

The research design for this study involves using a mixture of quantitative and
qualitative data and methods. An online survey was conducted among Second Life
users, resulting in 434 responses. The survey asked respondents about general Second
Life characteristics such as length and type of membership and about particular features
and uses of the platform such as motivations, design, information and communication
behaviour. First life demographics of users such as gender, income, and employment
status were also collected. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with eight
Linden Lab employees and thirteen Second Life users. The interviews with Linden Lab
employees highlighted aspects of their roles within Linden Lab, their interactions with
users, and their perceptions of learning opportunities. The interviews with Second Life
users addressed their interests, usage patterns, contributions to the platform, and their
interactions with other users and Linden Lab employees. In addition, online documents
were collected and examined thematically drawing from the Second Life blog, forums,
mailing lists, and public bug tracker (JIRA). The documents were used to examine the
ways in which the developer firm and users interact in ways which are shown to further
product development. The analysis of the data pointed to interesting relationships
between the distinctive creative capacities of users and the range of capabilities afforded

by the firm-provided 3D platform which underpin the advancement of Second Life.

1.4  Reverse engineering the thesis

The impetus for this study was evidence of this participatory turn in user
participation in digital development practices (OECD, 2007). Arguably spearheaded by
the open source model of software development associated with the bazaar and gift-
giving models (Benkler, 2006, Raymond, 1999), this emergent and rapidly evolving

user-generated development of intangible goods or products is reflected in the claimed
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democratization of Web technologies. With the availability of affordable and accessible
tools for content production and distribution, user participation is emerging as a creative
infrastructure that is associated with pervasive knowledge-intensive and information-
rich user-created content activities. An important thread in discussions concern the
dynamics of user participation as a significant aspect of the knowledge-based economy
(OECD, 2005; United Nations, 2008) or of ambiguous terms such as network society
(Castells, 2001), learning economy (Lundvall and Johnson, 1994), or the information
society (cf. Crawford, 1983; Foray, 2004; Fuchs, 2007; Robins and Webster, 1999). All
these concepts emphasize the prominent role of information/knowledge and the use of
digital information and communication technologies associated with new opportunities
for user participation in digital content development.

How is user participation conceptualized in the scholarly literature? Perhaps the
most dominant discourse concerning user participation is associated with the notion of
Web 2.0. O’Reilly (2005) has coined this term to refer to businesses that seek ways to
understand and make use of new technologies such as the Internet to capture ‘the
wisdom of crowds’ (Surowiecki, 2004), or ‘collective intelligence’ (Lévy, 1997) of
users. Many, fully-fledged and not so fully-fledged, terms, concepts, and models have
been coined to capture this ‘participatory turn’ associated with Web 2.0, among which
the most prominent are convergence culture {(Jenkins, 2006; cf. ‘participatory culture’,
Jenkins, 1992), democratizing innovation (von Hippel, 2005), produsage (Bruns, 2007),
wealth of networks (Benkler, 2006), and wikinomics (Tapscott and Williams, 2006).

More specifically, the overarching idea points to a shift from a static perspective
on Web content delivery towards a more dynamic perspective where Web tools and
applications such as file-sharing networks, social software, wikis, really simple
syndication feeds (RSS) and application programming interfaces (API) are put into the
hands of users who are regarded as participants rather than end users. User participation
from a Web 2.0 perspective tends to be associated with a convergence of production,
distribution, and consumption practices and a blending of user-creativity, collaboration,
and sharing enabled and assisted by, for example, social software using wikis and
networking sites {Aufderheide and Jaszi, 2008; Green, 2008; Jenkins, 2006). These are
said to be shaping new hybrid spaces where user involvement involves the generation of
user experiences and “the collaborative and continuous building and extending of

existing content in pursuit of further improvement” (Bruns, 2007: 3).
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User participation in creative (or, creation) practices appears to be an
increasingly large-scale phenomenon at least in the Western world where user creativity
is largely informal, occurring in contexts where there appears to be no (apparent)
authoritative entity and users voluntarily perform unassigned ‘work tasks’ (cf. Van
Wendel de Joode, 2005; Raymond, 1999). These users that make, often voluntary,
contributions may well be experts in certain areas yet they tend to be approached as
‘amateurs’, ‘hobbyists’, and ‘fans’ as user participation tends to occur outside the
professional realm (Jeppesen, 2004; Keen, 2007; Postigo, 2008). Within this context,
user participation has evoked debates in the social, economic, and policy domains
which may be associated with increased user autonomy and diversity, new forms of
media, different ways of doing business, and the need to address policy issues such as
broadband access, privacy protection, and intellectual property protection (Benkler,
2006; Green, 2008; Leadbeater and Miller, 2004; OECD, 2007).

In addition, some studies suggest the ubiquity of opportunities for user
participation that are accessible to ‘all’ and which empower the users (Burgess, 2007).
While others see the linkage of Web tools and applications to user positions as “a brave
new world where the spirits of commonality are finally merged with the interests of
capitalism” (van Dijck and Nieborg, forthcoming: 12). The idea of a participatory Web
seems to have become attached to a certain ‘magic’ or ‘hype’ and concrete claims and
instances of such empowerment are implied rather than manifest in the empirical
evidence (cf. Woolgar, 2002). Little attention has been given, for example, to the factors
and distinctive relationships involved in different participatory modalities. Differences
between more active and passive users are often assumed away, and the adoption of
various technical and social designs is claimed to lead ‘magically’ to building a critical
mass of participation (Burgess, 2007; Li and Bernoff, 2008; Tapscott and Williams,
2006).

In the context of the rapidly evolving computer/video games and 3D software
industries supported by online network technologies, this study seeks to contribute to
our understanding of user participation in an online firm-hosted 3D environment. It
seeks to remedy gaps and weaknesses in the existing user participation literature about
these firm-user interactions which are frequently based on intuitive claims about user
participation. Moreover, in the user participation literature there is so far only an

incomplete picture of the role of user participation in these commercial environments.
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Consequently, this study aims to yield insight into the dynamics between the developer
firm and users with particular attention to the ways the developer firm develops user
participation into a market and the ways in which that market enables and facilitates
particular modes of mod development that are shown to shape and maintain a firm-
hosted platform as a site at which the developer firm can be seen to learn.

In addressing some of the aspects that have remained largely unexplored in the
user participation literature, the main theoretical framework is supported by several
insights developed in work on communities of practice and user-centred innovation.
However, this study’s focus is not about the aesthetic and social qualities of user
participation or the technological characteristics of software modularity, interoperability
or the wider innovation system that underpins such developments. Rather, it is about
specific aspects of product development across firm boundaries illuminating the
growing significance of mod communities in knowledge production and innovation
which are associated with the emerging knowledge-based economy.

From the perspective of the firm, the study contributes insight into the
challenges faced by a developer firm that seeks to structure and organize user
participation. The study highlights specific ways in which the developer firm may
benefit or learn from user creativity through motivating, integrating, and coordinating
particular tasks of employees and users which are shown to foster a particular firm-user
dynamic in the labour market. In particular, the study yields insight into the ways a firm
can learn from user participation in development practices across its boundaries, guided
by firm-designed toolkits as a potential learning resource. As a result of this focus, this
study offers some rich insights for practitioners who are involved in the phenomenon of

user participation on firm-hosted 3D platforms.

1.5  Playlist

The ‘playlist’ supporting this study is organized into nine chapters.

Chapter 2 introduces the study by providing a basic background about
contemporary game/3D culture on the Internet. Against the increasing popularity of
participatory Web applications associated with user-generated content attention is drawn

to the modification practices of computer-based First Person Shooters games, virtual
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worlds, and 3D collaborative platforms.

Chapter 3 presents the theoretical background and conceptual framework for
this study. Theories focusing on user participation, user-driven innovation, and
networked communities of practice are discussed and applied to modification practices
in the setting of a firm-hosted 3D platform. The conceptual framework for the study is
developed to explicate the underlying dynamics of firms that encourage and facilitate
user contributions guided by an understanding of user outputs as external resources on
the ‘demand side’ of innovation.

Chapter 4 presents the research methodology. The firm-hosted 3D platform
Second Life is introduced as the research site for data collection. The chapter sets out
the research methods used to collect the quantitative and qualitative data that are the
basis for the analysis in this study, i.e. an online survey, semi-structured interviews, and
online documents. The data collection procedure and methods of data analysis are
outlined and the strengths and drawbacks of the approach are discussed.

Chapter 5 presents the empirical findings concerning the design capabilities of
Second Life users. The results focus on the analysis of disparities between the
capabilities of Second Life users. Attention is drawn to the different participation
patterns and communication behaviours associated with Second Life membership.
Different modes of user participation are related to the organizational characteristics and
culture of the developer firm.

Chapter 6 presents the empirical findings with respect to the design space. The
design space is the area for user participation in mod development practices. The
analysis examines the characteristics of the Second Life platform yielding insight into
the functionalities of the design space associated with the firm-provided toolkit that
enables and facilitates user participation.

Chapter 7 presents the empirical analysis of knowledge contributions made by
users and employees of Linden Lab. The analysis yields insight into user participation
on the firm-hosted platform by linking the design capabilities and design space to
various communication practices. The findings demonstrate that Second Life is a site
where various contributions by both users and the developer firm generate ideas about
discovering, developing, and refining creative practices associated with firm learning
that contribute to ongoing product development.

Chapter 8 provides an analytical synthesis of the results concerning production
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modalities underlying the firm-user interactions on the firm-hosted platform and
considers this in the light of the conceptual framework for this study and the broader
theoretical implications.

Chapter 9 concludes this study with a contemplation of the main research
findings about user participation on firm-hosted 3D platforms summarizing the
principal theoretical, methodological, and empirical contributions of this study. The
chapter discusses some of the limitations of the study and outlines opportunities for

future research.

1.6 Conclusion

This chapter has set out the design of this study which contributes to the
understanding of the roles of users in a firm-hosted 3D platform. Overall, the analysis
draws attention to: the motivational, participatory, and behavioural patterns of user
design capabilities; the functionalities of the firm-provided toolkit in relation to multiple
modalities of mod development; and the role of knowledge contributions in cultivating
and maintaining learning relationships. The findings suggest that firm-hosted mod
development is a complex configuration of overlapping commercial and non-
commercial production modalities, linking the developer firm and mod developers in
product development of the 3D platform which influence the firm’s learning
opportunities. This complex configuration yields several terms such as ‘modification
effect market’ that enable an improved understanding of user participation in the context

of commerce.
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Chapter 2 User creativity in the games and 3D software industries

A perfect place

- Mike Patton®

2.1 Introduction

As a 3D platform Second Life can, in its execution, be positioned in the domains
of the games and the larger 3D software industry. This chapter provides a basic
background on user participation in modification practices which is considered to be
one of the most rapidly evolving features of present-day game development. Without
setting out to achieve a complete overview of these emerging practices (which would be
a thesis in itself), this chapter draws on several prominent instances where 3D software
developer firms invite users to participate in product development serving as a stepping
stone to interpret, assess, and appreciate the conceptual framework presented in Chapter
3. In this chapter, the modification practices of computer-based First Person Shooters,
virtual worlds, and 3D collaborative platforms, are discussed.’

The structure of this chapter is as follows. Section 2.2 focuses on various aspects
of user creativity (or, mod development) in the commercial setting of the games and 3D
software industries that increasingly seek to engage and facilitate user participation.
Section 2.3 describes the characteristics of computer-based First Person Shooters,
virtual worlds, and 3D collaborative platforms. Section 2.4 yields insight into the roles
of toolkits, engines, and interfaces in the context of generating opportunities for mod

development in game/3D design. Section 2.5 offers some concluding remarks.

¥ Mike Patton, A Perfect Place, 4 Perfect Place (Ipecac Recordings, 2008).

? In this study, gane refers (particularly) to computer games and 3D environments refer (o virtual worlds
and 3D collaborative platforms. The term platform refers to the hardware (e.g. console) or software
system on which gaming and/or 3D-related development takes place.
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2.2 Designing for mod development

At the inception of computer gaming (Spacewar!, 1962), programming consisted
of tens of lines of code that, roughly fifty years later, has evolved into a social
significant and high risk, technologically advanced, capital intensive, proprietary
practice and billion dollar industry (cf. Malliet and de Meyer, 2005; Postigo, 2003).
Millions of people worldwide regularly play games. Currently, the average gamer is 35
years old (25% were younger than 18, 49% were between 18 and 49, and 26% were
over 50). More than half of the gamers are male (60% vs. 40% female). However, 33%
of 18+ women in comparison to 18% of boys aged 17 or younger, play games (ESA,
2008)."" Games are played on consoles, such as Xbox 360 (e.g. Halo 3 by Bungie
Studios) and PlayStation 3 (PS3) (e.g. Guitar Hero III by Harmonix Music Systems);
handhelds, such as PlayStation Portable and Nintendo DS; computer games (e.g. Call of
Duty 4 by Infinity Ward); and, engage in online massively multiplayer online role-
playing games (MMORPGs) (e.g. World of Warcraft by Blizzard Entertainment)."
Many, if not all, of contemporary game devices offer online gaming services like Xbox
Live allowing gamers to compete online and download content such as game demos,
TV shows, and movies fitting the participatory Web phenomenon.

User creativity within the gaming context has enthusiasts and amateur
developers toying and tinkering with their favourite games despite the inherent
complexity of game development. Such user modification practices can be located
along with the emergence of, for example, the radio industry (Hartley and Notley, 2005;
Takahashi, 2000), scientific equipment (Lettl, Herstatt, and Gemuenden, 2006), and
automobile industry (Franz, 2005). For games it is commonly referred to as modding.
This is short for the practice o modify a game executed by a modder (or, in this study,
mod developer)? with a modification or mod as outcome'? (cf. ‘hacker’ in Levy, 2001;
Raymond, 1999). Within the domain of computing, both hardware and software can be

modified. Examples of hardware modifications are ‘computer case modding’ such as by

' See Entertainment Software Association (ESA) for more information: http://www.theesa.com/
(accessed 16/10/08).
' See for a further breakdown Kerr (2006).
12 . .. , . . . .

In this study, mod develaper refers to all users participatling in creative endeavours involving mod
development unless it is specifically stated how the term should be interpreted.
1> The term mod has been used as umbrella for the many variants of user-generated game materials and
practices neglecting to address the different functionalities among mods such as client-side maps and
server-side game stats plug-ins for First Person Shooter games. As this present study focuses on only one
particular case study, the development of a more nuanced perspective is beyond the scope of this research.


http://www.theesa.com/

26

adding light (Sotamaa, 2005), and ‘modchips’ that are typically used to circumvent
region codes of game consoles (Domke, 2006)." There exist many variants of game
software modifications varying from partial conversions like gameplay mods, such as
slightly altered maps or skins, to game-additions (or, ‘add-ons’) such as server tools or
single player missions, and to fotal conversion modifications. '

In this study, user participation in mod development is understood as an act of
user creativity in a cultural, social, and economic coniext. More specifically, mod
development constitutes a domain consisting of a “set of symbolic rules and
procedures,” a field of “gatekeepers™ of the domain, and the mod developer him/herself
(Csikszentmihaly, 1996: 23). Or, in other words, “creativity is any act, idea, or product
that changes an existing domain, or that transforms an existing domain into a new one”
and a creative individual is “someone whose thoughts or actions change a domain, or
establish a new domain” (Csikszentmihaly, 1996: 25-26). Modding can also be
conceptualized as a non-zero-sum collaborative effort. It refers to the emergent attribute
of collaboration witnessed in various mod teams (Nieborg and van der Graaf, 2008).
This means that “a new whole is forming” by contributions made by mod developers
that “could not have been generated if the efforts had been individualistic” and
subsequently “the ‘non-zero-sumness’ of collaboration therefore does not stipulate that
such an outcome is greater or better, but rather different” (Elliott, 2007: 33).

Rather than “imagined conceptualizations” mod developers are increasingly
approached as important components of game/3D development suggesting a co-—
construction of game/3D development occurring between developer firm and mod
developers (Taylor, 2006a). Developer firms that seek to engage users in participatory
ways can, for example, provide access to software and tools; open up (parts of) the
underlying technology; disperse information via wikis and manuals, and so forth; and,
provide a (semi-)legal framework to facilitate and condition user-generated
contributions (Frederiksen, 2006; Jeppesen and Molin, 2003; Nieborg and van der
Graaf, 2008). In doing so, these firm practices render modification activities of existing
games and other 3D environments to users from which the developer firm can

potentially benefit (see Chapter 3). In these instances, an emerging mod culture and the

" In the case of console modding a distinction is made between soft and hard modding in which the
former refers to software mods (such as changing data on Xbox 360’s hard drive) and the latter to hack
the BIOS of the device, for example, to run unsigned code (i.e. ‘hacking’) (Burke and Craiger, 2006).
1’ Barly examples are Doom (1993) and Half-Life (1999). Although there are earlier instances, game
modification practices really took off in the mid- to late-1990s (Dovey and Kennedy, 2006).
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democratization of innovation appear to go hand-in-hand (von Hippel, 2005). From this
viewpoint, it is important to stress that mod development is not used in a
technologically deterministic way where, for example, the toolkit or game engine,
impact upon the developer firm and user base. Rather, mod development is investigated
in reciprocal firm-user dynamics evolving in practice-based communities that appear to
encapsulate users-as-developers in different stages of the product life cycle for which
the theoretical framework is developed in the next chapter.

The next section addresses the kinds of game and 3D environments that allow

for user participation.

2.3 All the games that are fit to mod

We spent a lot of time bringing people from the mod communily out and people who had
websites for Call of Duty | and 2 [CoD] which both had a heavy PC component to it. We went
through and had exhausted meelings with those guys on what they wanted and I think we really
opened up [CoD4] for modders and they should be reatly excited to get their hands on it. They
were pleasantly surprised lo see a lot of the things that we had already added to the game. And
some of them were saying ‘you know you are putting modders out of business here’. [...] [ really
cannol wail for [...] our PC fans to crack up a copy of [CoD 4: Modern Warfare] and have add it
with their buddies (Grant Collier, Studio Head at Infinity Ward, 2007).'®

For over fifteen years modding has been mainly a PC-centred affair. This in
contrast to the console-based multiplayer mode that only made its entry in the early
2000s and where user-generated content and (with a few exceptions) mod communities
have yet to blossom. For example, only as recently as November 2007, the PC-version
of the shooter game Unreal Tournament 111 (Epic Games) was dropped with the Unreal
Engine 3 toolset that as ‘an unique feature’ allowed user-created content to be exported
to PS3." For this reason, the remainder of this chapter will mainly concentrate on those
PC-based areas where mod development has been prevalent, namely, First Person
Shooters (FPS), virtual worlds, and 3D collaborative platforms.

Among the most popular market-based genres developed for PC games are
strategy games (33.9%), MMORPGs (18.8%), family entertainment (14.3%), and
shooters (11.6%) (ESA, 2008: 5; cf. “‘game genres’ in Apperley, 2006). About half of the

gamers reported to play online games (56% male vs. 44% female) of which 16%

'¢ See http://www.gametrailers.com/remote_wrap.php?mid=26494 (accessed 31/01/07).
17 See http://udn.epicgames.com/Three/UT3ModHome. html (accessed 4/02/08).
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reported to play action/sports/strategy/role-play games and 11% engaged in

’'® and multiplayer universes (ESA, 2008: 9). Although substantial evidence

‘persistent
is lacking, it seems that of these PC-based genres FPS and role-playing games are most
frequently modified (Jeppesen, 2004; Postigo, 2008). In particular, FPS modding has “a
strong history of fan involvement in modification” (Postigo, 2008: 60). Also, it has been
suggested that FPS mod culture has become “institutionalized” and the interest of both
the developer firm and mod developers in technologically advancing FPS games “may
well contribute to the ongoing technological interplay between both parties” (Nieborg,
2005: 3). So for example, Infinity Ward, the developer firm of the shooter CoD4,
implemented the gameplay mode that is referred to as ‘hardcore’ and typically
constitutes the first mod that modders create (that is, a ‘realism mod’, such as having no
‘head-up display’"®, and no ‘regenerative health’®) in the game. Infinity Ward had not
only learned and picked it up from the mod community of previous CoD series, the firm
had also hoped with this mode in place to encourage mod developers to “think of whole
different kinds of mods.”*!

Another, more recent and rapidly increasing PC-based mod format is associated
with 3D developments that appear to be less game-like, or not games at all. Virtual
worlds and especially 3D collaborative platforms seem to move away from more FPS
game-like attributes towards an architecture or operating system that is more similar to
the Internet (and in particular, its Web 2.0 features) but with 3D simulation features, of
which Second Life is the most extreme example (see Section 4.3). In other words, those
virtual environments where user experiences arise mostly from user-generated content
rather than from the more structured experiences associated with many PC games. The
popularization of persistent, open-ended, and 3D online environments, commonly
referred to by the terms MMORPGs, or virtual worlds, is seen as the vanguard of a new
generation of gaming. They take advantage of accessibility, relatively cheap and fast
Internet connections, and advanced graphical standards of current computers

(Castronova, 2005; Steinkuehler, 2005). Such environments are generally characterized

' Persistence refers 1o an already existing 3D environment before and afier the user logs on/off. This
implies that events and interactions driven by other users through their avatars, occur even when the user
is not logged on and that may impact upon the next sessions.

1% This refers to the visual display of information on the game’s user interface.

 This means that when the player is losing strength or is about to die in-game, s/he cannot use in-game
tricks such as eating candy to strengthen her/his health in order to continue to play.

*! Sec http://www.gametrailers.com/remote_wrap.php?mid=26494 (accessed 31/01/07).
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n terms of:

« Persistence;

«  Graphical (re)presentation;

+ Interactivity where users’ interactions (through their avatar) affect the results of
other users’ avatars;

«  Adhering to the laws of physics;

« Accommodating simultaneous access for a large number of avatars; and,

« Utilizing an exchange system of virtual assets, such as currency, items, and

realty.

Within the confines of this thesis, 7 propose to make a distinction between
virtual worlds (or, MMORPGs) and 3D collaborative platforms whereby the former
Jocuses on the game aspect in a world based on a genre such as fantasy and sci-fi,
while 3D collaborative platforms are thoroughly malleable. In addition, virtual worlds
tend to be motivated by quests and tasks in a narrative form that is typically created by
the developer firm, while 3D platforms tend to be more community-based. If any
narration is available it is likely to be created by users (cf. Yee, 2006). This study
focuses particularly on the 3D (collaborative) platform Second Life (Linden Lab) that is
neither genre- nor narration-based in contrast to various other virtual worlds.
Furthermore, the 3D platform is here understood as an advanced geometric software
simulation that provides simultaneous access to a large number (50,000+) of users. It
generates and sustains a mechanism for the supply and demand of user-created content.
Participation on the platform is guided by using a self-created avatar to interact in real
time with other avatars and simulated objects that are present in the persistent
environment.

From these three perspectives, it can be gathered that there exist several formats
of game designs that can be characterized by a perpetual state of development and allow
users to be creative or innovative in different ways. Four participatory modes for user

creativity, that may overlap, can be distinguished (Haddon, 2005; Sotamaa, 2005):

+ Involvement in design and re-design of games/3D-related technologies and

applications, such as hardware modifications;



30

+ Involvement in creating new practices utilizing games/3D-related technologies
and applications in new ways, such as new skins and maps for games;

+ Involvement in dispersed meta creative design activities concerning games/3D-
related technologies and applications, such as maintaining a Web site or wiki for
an avatar or game; and,

+ Involvement in the generation of particular (new) usage patterns, practices, and
meanings surrounding games/3D-related technologies and applications within

the wider community or subculture, such as norms.

Achieving mod developers to participate in creative practices is directly
connected to the user’s own, shared participation in mod development within the
boundaries set by the developer firm (Malaby, 2006). Put aptly by Benkler (2006: 75)
“the commercial provider offered a platform and tools, while the users wrote the story
lines, rendered the “set,” and performed the entire play.” User-generated content as mod
development is therefore the heart of the experience and malleable within the
boundaries set by the developer firm. But what are the parameters to play with? The
next section draws attention to the technological underpinnings and implications for
certain possibilities for user participation in exemplary FPS, virtual worlds, and 3D

platforms.

2.4  Of toolkits, engines and interfaces

The internal product development process of a developer firm can be understood
to operate along with (the development of) external mod development practices
(Bogost, 2007). One important motivation for this argument lies in the workings and
underlying logic of the game engine and, in many cases, software editors and/or
game/3D development toolsets, that are employed by both the developer firm and, in a
variety of modes, by mod developers. First, the role of toolkits is addressed which is

followed by a discussion of the game engine and interface.

2.4.1 Toolkits
Toolsets or -kits (used interchangeably in this study) are specialized software

applications that are necessary for particular parts of the game development process,
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such as level editing and script compilation (Jeppesen, 2004; Priigl and Schreier, 2006;
West and Gallagher, 2006). They come in a variety of forms. There are specific within-
Jirm toolsets. The firm equips its developers with tools they need in order to work.
These tools may be internally designed but can also be third party developed like
commercial-off-the-shelf graphics packages such as Maya, and Photoshop. End user
foolkits may be developed and provided by the developer firm. These toolkits appear to
vary from being completely identical to the tools used intemally, to specifically
designed end user tools. They may also be third party tools that come with the product
or, if allowed and compatible, used on the mod developers’ own account. And lastly,
again if allowed and possible, mod developers may develop their own tools to mod the
game, world or platform. Furthermore, both first and third party toolkits may be located
internal and external to the game/3D environment.

In general, tools appear to be custom-released by the developer firm for a
specific environment, albeit, those tools are frequently re-used for other games and
other 3D settings (i.e. internally developed, licensed to third party developers, and mod
communities). For example, game developer Valve has included its Source
Development Kit (SDK) with first party tools such as Faceposer, Valve Hammer editor,
Half-Life Model Viewer, and third party tool Softimage|XSI EXP which was also used
internally to develop the FPS Half-Life 2. In addition, for some tools (part of) the
source code is also available such as for the Half-Life Model Viewer that enables users
to mod the Viewer toolkit itself as well. Figure 2-1 provides a general overview of the

ways toolkits may be utilized.

Figure 2-1

Overview toolkits for mod development
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Toolkits may or may not be shipped along with the game, virtual world or 3D
collaborative platform. However, if tools do get released it typically is, at minimum, the
level editors that are needed to develop a ‘level” which, for example, can be a particular
building or street.”® An example that I have briefly touched upon in Section 2.3 is UT3
that ships the Unreal Engine 3 Editor with the PC-version and allows the produced
mods to be played on PS3. Rather than mere editing levels, the toolset (or, editor)
facilitates, for instance, the creation of whole new levels and game modes. In practical
terms this means that gamers have to buy both versions, namely for PC and PS3 which
1s quite expensive as newly released games cost between US$ 50 and US$ 60. The
release of toolkits seems to be part of an industry-wide trend, coinciding with low-cost
digital distribution platforms, of ‘episodic games’ such as Half-Life 2 episodes, and
‘expansion packs’ such as The Sims. These practices contribute to shorten release cycles
and lower prices yet when accumulating costs of purchased content over time, it appears

to disfavour the gamer and/or mod developers (Nieborg, 2008).

2.4.2 Engines and interfaces: first person shooters

Not only toolkits can facilitate mod development. Typically it is the game engine
that enables and supports mod practices. For FPS, the game engine typically consists of
several components and includes a graphics rendering system, modules for artificial
intelligence, physics, scripting, networking, and other features (Moore and Sward,
2007). The game engine is the developer firm’s intellectual property, or proprietary
technology (Bogost, 2007).? The development of the game engine is a very high risk
and costly affair and, therefore, the engine often serves as development platform for
multiple games. For example, Valve’s Source engine is the vanguard for the Half-Life 2
series, the sequel Team Fortress 2, and the recent developed Portal. In addition, the
game engine is frequently licensed to third party developers. As game engines are
portable and can be used to work and develop on multiple platforms, they are often
referred to as game middleware (Mayer, Bekebrede, and Stegers-Jager, 2007). For
example, the Unreal Engine 3 was used by 2K Games to develop Bioshock and the US
Army used it for America’s Army 3.0. These practices are facilitated by the engine’s

modular design that allows other developers to, for example, build engine plug-ins for

* With a level editor a particular part or objective (‘level”) of the game/3D environment can be designed.
¥ Nowadays, game engines just like games have an ongoing development cycle involving constant
updating. For example, there are currently three versions of the Unreal Engine (Epic Games).
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offloading software routines (or, libraries) like Havok (Moore and Sward, 2007;
Nieborg and van der Graaf, 2008; cf. Langlois, 2002).**

For only a minority of developer firms the game engine is also a ‘canvas’ that
enables and facilitates mod development.”® Not many developer firms open up their
engine for mod development nor can the engine technology itself be modded (cf.
Jeppesen, 2004). Examples of developer firms that encourage and facilitate user
participation in FPS modding are Valve (Source engine), id Software (id Tech), and
Epic Games (Unreal engine). Mod developers tend to get access to (parts of the) game
code and a firm-designed toolkit that allow them to customize and design essential parts
of the game.?® For example, Valve prohibits mod developers to access the Source code
for the renderer, networking, physics, and sound system. However, for the parts that are
unlocked, if compatible, third party tool sets like graphic editors and first party toolkits
may also be used.”” The game engine is thus not “infinitely adaptable” nor ‘“‘content

neutral” (Dovey and Kennedy, 2006: 57).

2.4.3 Engines and interfaces: virtual worlds and 3D collaborative platforms

In August 2007 id Software expressed its interest in developing Quake Zero, a
FPS based on the code base assets of Quake I1I: Arena, as a free Internet application;
not as a stand-alone game but rather as part of a community-based service.? This step
seems to parallel the increasing popularity of Internet-based 3D environments such as
Habbo Hotel (Sulake Corporation), Runescape (Jagex Ltd.), Club Penguin (New
Horizon Interactive), Webkinz (Ganz), and Guildwars (ArenaNet). Currently, World of
Warcraft is by far the most popular virtual world and Second Life seems to be the most
extreme example of a 3D collaborative platform. The remainder of this section joins the
previous FPS discussion by drawing on the ‘under-worlds’ of World of Warcraft and
Second Life. Although, the rationale for the focus on Second Life in this study has not
yet been presented, this section locates the importance of Second Life in emerging firm-

hosted mod development and mod culture (see Section 4.3).

* Within this contex(, modularity also means that parts of the engine can be upgraded without ‘breaking
the code’.

% See John Carmack {Doom, Quake and Wolfenstein series) on the importance of enabling game
technology at http://www.lup.com/do/newsStory?cld=3161743 (accessed 6/02/08).

% Partly facilitated by the engine’s modularity the developer firm tends to close off some paris of the
engine for mod developers, this in contrast to third party licensees and first party developers.

77 Personal communication with Tom Leonard, software engineer at Valve (10/08/07).

* See htip://wire.ggl.com/2007/08/22/quakecon-2007-john-carmack-keynote-video/ (accessed 6/02/08).


http://www.lup.com/do/newsStory?cId=3I61743
http://wire.ggl.com/2007/08/22/quakecon-2007-john-carmack-keynote-video/
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2.4.3.1 World of Warcraft

World of Warcraft runs a client-server system architecture for which the client
software needs to be purchased. Users install client software on their computers in order
to connect to remote server software that continuously runs the virtual world. In order to
run these environments network protocols, security (e.g. to prevent cheating; cf.
Consalvo, 2007) and a (relational) database design must be in place.”’ Maintenance
requires sufficient servers and bandwidth, and support. One reason for this is that
insufficient resources for maintenance or an acceptable level of user populations per
server may lead to lag (and frustration) among users (Esbensen, 2005). Like many other
virtual worlds the system architecture of World of Warcraft is such that the world is run
on separate servers. This is commonly referred to as ‘shards’ (McFarlane, 2005). It
means that the world is split up into a number of parallel environments through
clustered servers, all of which run parallel instances of the same world but with different
sets of users (Ye and Cheng, 2006). The drawback of the deployment of shards is that it
splits up the user base by dispersing users over separate, non-interacting environments.*
More specifically, the shard model is based on a fundamental distinction between static
and dynamic content at the level of the (mostly) static environment and the (mostly)
dynamic user (Rosedale and Ondrejka, 2003). As such, users cannot interact with any
other potential user at any given time when s/he is exploring or playing on another
server.

Mod development for World of Warcraft is enabled and facilitated by the
developer firm’s API-based user customization tools (Gilbert and Whitehead 11, 2007;
Nardi and Kallinikos, 2007). These tools can only be used to mod the user interface via
so-called ‘addons’ (i.e. files located in the mod developer’s game folder that enhance
her/his interaction with World of Warcraft, such as created in XML) and ‘macros’ (i.e.
combinations of actions that are executed in one go).>’ Third party tools are not allowed.
Nor are, for example, outside-world developed macros. In fact, those are considered
‘exploits’ — and, against the Terms of Service (ToS) - and can lead to some kind of
punishment, and even to being banned (Consalvo, 2007; Taylor, 2006b). Users have
thus full control over the ‘look and feel’ of toolbars, hot keys, and macros that assist in

making alterations to, for example, the built-in player, menu buttons, and even the entire

¥ See http://www.gamasutra.com/resource_guide/20030916/lee_01.shtmnl (accessed 17/10/08).
 See http://www.technologyreview.com/Infotech/19378/?a=f (accessed 4/02/08).
31 See hutp://www.wowwiki.con/Interface_Customization (accessed 17/10/08).


http://vvww.gamasutra.com/resource_guide/20030916/lee_01.shtml
http://www.technologyreview.com/Infotech/
http://www.wowwiki.com/Interface_Customization
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standard World of Warcraft interface can be modded (and thus replaced) to induce its
functionality. Furthermore, mods can be stand-alone, built on libraries, and can be a

combination of several individually created mods.

2.4.3.2 Second Life

According to the ToS Linden Lab perceives its own role as that of service
provider in enabling and facilitating online user interactions on a platform where users,
gratis or for a subscription fee, are free to choose, develop, and modify the service
environment.” This seems to push Second Life in the direction of approaching an
advanced level of a social network service that is intertwined with 3D attributes. More
specifically, Second Life is a Web-based 3D collaborative platform that constitutes the
so-called Second Life Viewer, or, client application (see Section 6.3.2). The Viewer
enables its user (also known as ‘residents’) to access and interact with the 3D platform
and others.”® The Viewer is similar to a Web browser a la Firefox in that both are
software applications that connect to Web servers (‘the grid’) and retrieve, or render,
respectively, 3D content or Web pages on the user’s screen. Thus, the Viewer looks after
the display and interaction of users with text, (moving) images, sound, etc., located in
Second Life or a Web page.

Second Life 1s not operated using shards. Instead, the 3D collaborative platform
is designed according to a topologically tiled grid. This means that the ‘four nearest
neighbours’ connected simulators look after the physics, run scripts, manage the objects
and the overall land within a fixed square region of space (Rosedale and Ondrejka,
2003). So, when objects move around the physically simulated platform, their
representation is transferred (along with, for example, scripts, objects, and textures)
from simulator to simulator when they cross over the ‘boundaries’. More specifically,
each server runs a physics simulation (recently upgraded to Havok 4) that looks after
interactions among all objects — non/moving and non/physical - in a certain part of the
platform.** Assets are digital items, such as the shape and appearance of an avatar,
textures and sound clips, and are stored in a MySQL database.*

Second Life has also a built-in toolkit, that is, the ‘browser’ and ‘tool’

%2 See hitp://secondlife.com/corporate/tos.php (accessed 2/02/08).

3 See htips://wiki.secondlife.com/wiki/User_Interface_Improvements (accessed 6/02/08).

* See htps://wiki.secondlife.com/wiki/What%27s_Changed With_Havok4 (accessed 17/10/08).

3 See http://dev.mysql.com/lech-resources/interviews/ian-wilkes-linden-lab.htm! (accessed 17/10/08).


http://secondlife.com/corporate/tos.php
https://wiki.secondlife.com/wiki/User_Interface_Improvements
https://wiki.secondlife.com/wiki/What%27s_Changed_With_Havok4
http://dev.mysql.com/tech-resources/interviews/ian-wilkes-linden-lab.html
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functionalities are integrated (cf. Forge of Halo 3 for Xbox 360), allowing users to
build, script, and texture (see Section 6.3.1). For example, with a 3D modelling tool
users can build buildings, vehicles, furniture, and so forth that can be used, exchanged,
or sold, and with the Linden Scripting Language behaviour of in-world objects, can be
managed and controlled.® Certain graphics, animations, and sounds can also be
externally created such as with third party animation editors like Poser, and uploaded
into Second Life.®’ The underlying technologies used are a mixture of proprietary, free,
and open source software, such as Apache (for the operating system) and Mono (a
simulator upgrade). Since January 2007, (part of) the Second Life Viewer has been open
sourced under version 2 of the GNU General Public License with a FLOSS exception.*®
As a result, user-modded Viewers such as a graphic Viewer ‘Nicholaz Edition’* have
been created and made available for everyone to use. In the future, Linden Lab may
move towards standardizing the Second Life protocol and continue to open source its

client and servers (cf. Gallagher and Park, 2003; see Sections 6.3.2 and 6.3.3).

2.5 Conclusion

This chapter has drawn attention to the growing significance of mod
development in the contemporary games and wider 3D software industries. Developer
firms of several FPS, virtual worlds, and 3D collaborative platforms actively support
mod development yet they somewhat limit access by granting access to, in most cases,
certain parts of the engine (generally for technical and artificial reasons), and by
providing particular toolkits, and (binding) legal agreements. World of Warcraft allows
its users only to mod the interface, toying with any non-interface files is prohibited and
may lead to suspension of one’s account. From this perspective, FPS modding can be
seen as the most innovative and sophisticated instance of modding for PC games. Yet in
comparison to Second Life’s seemingly open and extensible platform, PC-modding is
legally and economically rather limited.

Developer firms seem, therefore, to work with a certain idea of users in mind.

This may help them to make certain trade-offs during the development process

3 See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Linden_Scripting_Language (accessed 3/02/08).

37 See http://blog.secondlife.conm/2006/09/02/free-poser/ (accessed 3/02/08).

* This is an additional clause granting its usage with several other free sofiware packages. See
http://secondlifegrid.net/programs/open_source/licensing (accessed 16/10/08).

% See http://nicholaz-beresford.blogspot.com/ (accessed 4/02/08).
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embedding the platform with particular forms of usage that users can engage in,
negotiate with, and remake and that may provide the developer firm with input and
feedback. In other words, the (strategic) position of the developer firm towards
encouraging and facilitating user participation can be viewed as a rather complex
dynamic between opening up and closing off parts of the product development process
and this may have a profound cultural, social, and economic impact.

Yet, not much systematic attention has been paid to several of these aspects
underpinning what constitutes mod development in the commercial context of the
developer firm. In the remainder of this study, Second Life provides the setting for
building the framework to investigate the ways in which product development is
achieved in dynamic firm-user interactions. The next chapter develops and discusses the
theoretical underpinnings and conceptual framework of this study to understand, assess,

and appreciate mod development on the firm-hosted platform.
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Chapter 3 The I in participation, innovation, and learning

Another perfect place

- Mike Patton™

3.1 Introduction

In this chapter the theoretical and conceptual foundations of this study are
introduced, discussed and defined. The user participation literature developing within
media theory constitutes the main theoretical framework. Yet, whereas the user
participation literature has yielded a comprehensive understanding of users as active
and creative participants in media consumption, less attention has been given to the
systematic identification of the underlying dynamics of user participation in the
commercial context of the firm that underpin the firm-hosted 3D platform. Therefore,
the user participation literature is supported by a combination of insights brought about
in work on communities of practice and user-centred innovation, illuminating the role of
users in knowledge production and development practices using firm-provided toolkits
so as to aid product development efforts across firm boundaries.

The structure of this chapter is as follows. Section 3.2 introduces the user
participation literature, thereby focusing on the intertwining of relatively cheap and
easy-to-use Web technologies, facilitating user creativity in the participation of digital
development practices and a growing number of firms that seek to lever and promote
user participation on their Web-based platforms. It discusses and assesses the topics
concerning participation in cultural production, commerce, and labour that seem to
underpin a reworking of the organization of firm-user relationships. Section 3.3
examines subsidiary research that links user creativity to a knowledge-based view of the
firm. User participation is shown to signal practices of peer production that offer
opportunities for collective learning to take place in what have been termed
communities (or, networks) of practice. Section 3.4 focuses on the subsidiary
understanding of user participation as actively engineering a distinctive aspect of the
domain of innovation that situates innovation across permeable boundaries of the firm.

Particular attention is drawn to the toolkits for user innovation perspective. This is

* Mike Patton, Another Perfect Place, 4 Perfect Place (Ipecac Recordings, 2008).
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situated in discussions concerning who, why, and what users innovate, modularity and
generativity, and entrepreneurship. Section 3.5 concludes the chapter and develops the

conceptual framework for this study.

3.2 “You’re analog players in a digital world”"

According to a recent study from the Pew Internet & American Life project,
teens (aged 12 to 17) and ‘Generation Y’ (aged 18 to 32) are more likely than older
generations to use the Internet for entertainment and communication purposes (Jones
and Fox, 2009).* Findings have shown that these groups are more likely to have an
interest in online sites where they can play and download videos, games, and music, and
can engage in social networking sites. Some 78% of teens (vs. 50% of Generation Y)
indicated that gaming is their favourite online activity, followed by using email (73%).
Moreover, earlier findings have reported that some 64% of all teens have created online
media content, and about one-third of these teens have shared it with others (Lenhart,
Madden, Macgill, and Smith, 2007)*. Looking at user-created content practices in an
European context, research has found that one-third of all Internet users between 16 and
74 have participated in online messaging, peer-to-peer networks, and Web page creation
(OECD, 2007).* Especially, those aged between 16 and 24 have been engaged in
creation activities. Some 13% of all EU Internet users have contributed on a “regular”
basis to blogs and 12% have “at least once a month” downloaded podcasts (OECD,
2007: 22). With YouTube, Wikipedia, Facebook, MySpace and Twitter ranking among
the world’s most popular Web sites, we are witnessing actively involved users in, what
have been referred to as, participatory cultures which tend to underpin an apparent
connection between user creativity associated with Web 2.0 applications and tools, and
some kind of novel configuration between (media) industries and consumers with
particular attention to a shift in power relations.*

In the early 1990s Henry Jenkins introduced the term participatory culture in the

1 Ocean’s Thirteen (Warner Bros. Piclures, 2007).

*2 See http://pewresearch.org/pubs/1093/generalions-online (accessed 6/02/09).

* The study was based on N = 935 parent-child (aged 12-17) pairs in the US.

* Based on the following countries: Finland, Norway, Iceland, Portugal, Luxembourg, Hungary, and
Poland. Internet World Stats provides more information concerning Internet penetration worldwide. See
http://www.internetworldstats.com/ (accessed 15/10/08).

5 See hilp:/Awww.alexa.com/topsites (accessed 8/7/09).
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context of his interest in media spectatorship. His early work focused on incremental
user activity in Star Trek fandom which appeared at a time where fans tended to be
considered as only marginal to the way mass media was produced and consumed. By
drawing on Michel de Certeau’s work on active readership, fans were described as
‘rogue readers’ underpinning de Certeau’s model of appropriation (Jenkins, 1992). More
specifically, based on ethnographic accounts Jenkins suggested that fans were ‘textual
poachers’ which referred to their ability to borrow and inflect media images and
products by which they construct and understand their own identity.” Thus, fans
appropriated content from mass media and reshaped it to serve their own needs and
interests involving a continuous process of the production and manipulation of
meanings.

This influential work draws attention to the multifaceted nature of people’s
relationships with media investigated in audience research, in particular, the branch of
audience reception research that concerns the interpretative analysis of audience
reception. A range of research has occurred especially focusing on the interaction
between the text and reception underlying extensive debates concerning active-passive
and homogenous-divergent perceptions of audiences (Fiske, 1987; Hall, 1980; Morley,
1993). From this perspective, Livingstone (2007: 19-20) concludes that “research has
clearly shown that audiences are plural in their decodings, that their cultural context
matters and that they cannot be presumed to agree with textual analysis [...]” and, in
order to “elucidate when and where and under what circumstances different kinds of
sense-making occur”, more research is needed into the many parameters underpinned
by textual and social determinations.

In the context of digital technologies such as the Internet interpretative activities
draw particular attention to the parameters underpinning media design and use,
extending the conceptualization of active audiences, especially, as users of and
participants in online cultural production. In addition to the production of meanings,
users actively engage in shaping, altering, and distributing media texts, or content
(Burgess, 2007; Livingstone, 2003). These emerging online sites of, what Bruns has
termed, produsage (a combination of production and usage) such as social networking

sites and citizen journalism, point to a moving away from industrial practices towards

* Products such as movies and games are conceptualized as sexts upon interaction with users informing
meanings/pleasures (Fiske, 1987).
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‘user-led online environments’ (Bruns, 2007; cf. ‘pro-am’ in Leadbeater and Miller,
2004, and ‘prosumer’ in Toffler, 1970). Moreover, these user-led sites seem to underpin
an information-based model rather than a trichotomous industrial model of production,
distribution, and consumption. From this viewpoint, the status of the product (as
information and/or intangible) is understood as a dynamic that is collaboratively
produced by participants who are all producers and users (or produsers) of information
and knowledge, and which, in Bruns view, makes the term ‘product’ obsolete.
Participation has become an important term in developing a framework to
understand the online media practices that have emerged and have been associated with
some kind of shift in connection between online media consumption and production.
When Jenkins (1992) introduced the concept of participatory culture it was precisely to
distinguish between active media spectatorship as user participation in online cultural
production and a kind of consumer culture emphasizing the mere consumption of
corporate media content. In this view, users are migratory, socially connected, and
resistant, describing a ‘collective intelligence’ where users have more control over the
flow of information brought to them by firms (cf. Lévy, 1997). From this perspective,

Jenkins (2006a: 5) has defined a participatory culture as a culture,

1. With relatively low barriers to artistic expression and civic engagement

2. With strong support for creating and sharing one’s creations with others

3. With some type of informal mentorship whereby what is known by the most experienced is
passed along to novices

4. Where members believe that their contributions matter

5. Where members feel some degree of social connection with one another (at the least they care
what other people think about what they have created).

Involvement in a participatory culture can therefore range from community
membership based on shared interests, to active engagement in practices such as
collaborative problem solving and digital development. This implies that all members
may contribute according to their own desire, needs, and skills to do so. In his work on
convergence culture Jenkins (2006) further explores the relationship between media
spectatorship and participatory cultures at a moment where we can witness an
increasing interest of firms in user (arguably, at times, similar to ‘fan-like’) activities for
reasons such as revenue opportunities and re-enforcing consumer commitments. This
‘collision’ of firm and user interests draws attention to the interplay between the

structured commercial agenda of media firms and the, generally, differently purposed
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agenda and appropriations of users within participatory communities. At stake is the
interplay between structure and agency that alters the logic by which both firms and
users process information and media content. By exploring different types of user
engagement with media entertainment, such as spoiling (2 la Survivor (CBS, 2004) and
transmedia storytelling (a la The Matrix (Warner Bros., 1999), Jenkins has sought to
illuminate the changes occurring in a top down firm-driven and a bottom up user-driven
relationship underpinning many contemporary Web-based participatory platforms.

Of particular interest in this study is this linkage between user participation in
creative practices and commercial practice which has been associated with
technological advancement associated with Web 2.0 and the perception of ‘production’
as ‘culturalized’, and is conceptually known as participatory culture. In developing the
framework for the investigation of this topic other lines of enquiry were, at different
times, considered such as actor-network theory and those developed within cultural
studies. The next section explains why these might have provided alternative directions

but were dismissed.

3.2.1 Roads not pursued

In the examination of the specific formations of various actors such as mod
developers, firm developers, and the toolkit underpinning the development of the firm-
hosted 3D platform, actor-network theory (ANT) can offer guidance in explaining the
extent of interrelations among different elements involved in appropriating, designing,
and regulating, etc. product development across firm boundaries. ANT stems from an
interest in social order developing in work within the sociology of science and
technology (Callon, 1986; Latour, 1999; Law, 1992). It seeks to reveal sociotechnical
processes through networks of relations consisting of human and non-human actors
(e.g. technologies). The different entities within those networks, whether human or non-
human, are considered to have no a priori essence or substance before their networked
association, rather this is derived via the connections routed through them. Connections
are thus not natural but emerge historically (Ritzer, 2004).

In its offering of a social embedding of technology ANT can support the
investigation of the materiality of flows between the developer firm and user base with
particular attention to power asymmetries (cf. Schifer, 2008). However, whereas this

may draw particular attention to the relative positions among involved actors within
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those networks, the dynamics of action largely remain unexplained (Couldry, 2003;
Silverstone, 1994). In other words, ANT seems to prefer to focus on the establishment
of networks leaving less room for addressing the dynamics concerning, among others,
individual agency, the generation of interpretations, and network changes over time.
Consequently, although ANT might have been pursued to yield insight into certain
aspects of the organisational dynamics in the context of product development across
firm boundaries, it would have remained rather silent in investigating the qualities of
user participation and aspects of (individual) agency in knowledge production and
innovation underpinning product development.

Another line of enquiry that might have provided an alternative route to study
user participation and creativity is cultural studies which informed my ‘first academic
life’ and spurred my interest in firm-user relationships.'” Notwithstanding the seemingly
risky business of defining cultural studies in the context of interdisciplinary and
international research topics and approaches, cultural studies have had a strong political
engagement with culture (cf. van Heur, 2008). More specifically, cultural studies have
tended to yield insight into the active and participatory role played by audiences/users
in ‘culture’, that is, in the construction and negotiation of meanings and interpretations
(Ang, 1991). An analytical framework frequently employed encapsulates ‘industry-text-
audience’ relationships (cf. Burgess, 2007). It suggests that, if we are interested in
meanings, media firms responsible for the production of products can only be
understood in dynamic relationships with audiences. As outlined earlier, whereas the
firm was viewed as the sole producer of products and audiences/users were seen as
producers of meanings in relation to the product/text, especially since the 1990s,
research has shown that users are consumers and producers of meanings and texts
(Hartley, 2004). Rather than focusing on meaning production based on the interaction
between products and audiences, those studies have tended to focus on processes of
production through the interaction of author/production, text/product, and
audience/consumer (while refraining from developing an overly economic focus).

This line of investigation seems to offer a valuable framework to investigate

contemporary user participation on the firm-hosted platform yet it has not been pursued

7 By linking a cultural studies perspective of ‘conflict’ (or, ‘resistance’) to a ‘consensus’-driven theory of
communicative action I investigated how the Hollywood actor became textually and culturally produced
and constructed into a popular media figure, highlighting the advance of the actor’s bankability in the
movie industry (MA, Utrecht University, 1999).
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in the present study. Why? The answer can be found in cultural studies’ predominant
interest in the investigation of the (determining) status and processes of meaning
making in relation to media as texts or structures of production. Such an emphasis is
considered somewhat limiting in the attention it can direct to the investigation of
concatenated organizational forms associated with particular cultural practices and
learning relationships, where participation across firm boundaries is linked by the
organization of production.

What does the user participation literature has to say about user participation in
the context of commerce? The next section links user participation to the notions of the

cultural and creative industries.

3.2.2  User participation, creativity, and commerce

A considerable amount of research is available that concentrates on media (and
arts) as cultural and creative industries with particular attention to the economic and
social benefits of creativity. Both terms tend to be applied in season and out of season,
seemingly suffering from diverse definitions and lacking a robust understanding
concerning ‘creative activity’ (cf. Higgs, Cunningham, and Bakhshi, 2008).* Adding to
the confusing mix is the frequent interchangeable application of the terms creative
industries and cultural industries.* Generally, the creative industries are said to differ
from the cultural industries in their focus on novel and wider applications of creativity
rather than concentrating on, especially, subsidized art forms (Cunningham, 2002; Pratt,
2004). More specifically, the creative industries are said to extend the cultural industries
by their incorporation of copyright, or, where creativity is seen as input and intellectual
property as output (Galloway and Dunlop, 2006). As a result, the creative industries
seem to have been defined by an (perhaps) implicit industrial outlook, that is, what and
how things are produced in terms of industrial activity and material in/outputs. Potts,

Cunningham, Hartley, and Ormerod (2008) have argued that such a perspective is

*® Whereas the cultural industries can be said to describe a 1930s cultural critique associated with the
Frankfurt School; a 1970s and 1980s reconsideration of existing commercial industries as cultural;
practices concerning the applied arts; and, neoclassical economics in the context of subsidized arts
(Cunningham, 2002; Flew, 2002), the term ‘creative industries’ tends to be linked to the ‘new economy’
where a new configuration is said to exist between firms and users associated with technological and
organizational innovation (Cunningham, 2002; Flew, 2002; Mansell, 2004).

4 See for critical comparison between cultural and creative industries Galloway and Dunlop (2004)’s
discussion of creativity, intellectual property, symbolic meaning, use value, and methods of production
(cf. ‘cultural economy’ in Pratt, 2008).
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limiting due to building on many features of the service economy and because of their
association with what was previously considered a non-market economy of cultural
public goods.

However, the association of creative industries with novel configurations of
firm-user relationships with particular attention to decreasing marginal activities of user
participation, may yield substantial market value. Within this context, Hartley (2008: 8)
calls for a rethink of ‘industry’. This is informed by the idea that participation is a
multifaceted dynamic by encapsulating all “agents involved in the system, not just
inherited corporate structures™ as participants. Potts et al. (2008) propose to view the
creative industries as an emergent market economy instead of as an industry. This

means a preoccupation,

not with the character of inputs or outputs in production or consumplion per se, or even with
competitive structures, but with the character of the markets that coordinate this industry. We
think they are both complex and social, and that this offers a useful analytic foundation. The
central fact about creative industries markets, then, is that complex social networks play at least
as significant a coordination role as price signals (Polls et al., 2008: 3).

Such an approach to creative industries joins the market and social networks
associated with participatory cultures together and, in this capacity, may underlie
opportunities for innovation and learning across firm boundaries that potentially benefit
(the growth of) the firm. In this regard, creativity, as a mode of innovation and an area
of economic activity, is not understood on an individual basis but rather is a process
that is evoked in a context and organization of actants, knowledge, networks, and
technologies (Pratt, 2004). More specifically, user participation in production (and
consumption) practices is said to be constituted in networks of practitioners stressing
‘information feedback’ over individual preferences or price signals, suggesting a move
beyond the investigation of ‘media power’ towards the ‘growth of knowledge’ (Potts et
al., 2008). Put aptly by Hartley (2008: 8):

Where the media (in the guise of ‘cultural industries”) were regarded as the social lechnology

of ideological conlrol in the modern industrial era, the creative industries may be regarded as
the social technology of distributed innovation in the era of knowledge-based complex systems.

Potts et al. (2008: 4) suggest that the ‘social network market’ typically arises
from non-market dynamics that are brought into a commercial setting and tends to

operate in the “complex borderland between social networks and established markets”.
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Three riveting illustrations where ‘Web 2.0 is put to work’ are MySpace, YouTube, and
Flickr that all may bring particular technology and expertise to the tables of respectively
News Corp., Google, and Yahoo! but mostly they bring in a vast and rapidly growing
community of users. This particular perspective draws attention to (emergent) markets
that are demand-driven. Rather than a linear or causal ‘chain’ of production associated
with a supply-driven approach, the ‘social network market’ which is built upon in this
study, is viewed as a dynamic underpinned by a (relatively) open system where
everybody (firms and individuals) can come up with ideas and these may be taken up
and dispersed into the network and retained by commerce (Hartley, 2008; Potts et al.,
2008; cf. Pratt, 2008).

In its ‘commons-like’ approach with respect to a commercial platform, the social
network market perspective seems to be cut from a similar cloth as Benkler’s (2006)
‘commons-based peer production’.®® This concept describes the collaborative, or,
relational characteristics of the wealth of networks underpinning user participation as
important social, political, and economic force in the emergence of the ‘networked
information economy’ that, so Benkler claims, operates “radically decentralized,
collaborative, and non-proprietary” in the absence of market signals and managerial
commands (Benkler, 2006: 60). With particular attention to users’ creative endeavours
(as a new kind of folk culture) underlying a more transparent and malleable cultural
production system, user participation can contribute to ‘cultural freedom’ underpinning
the efficacy of individuals in a more democratic culture of non-market-based
participation and self-reflexivity. For example, Wikipedia is indicative of individual
creative efforts and large-scale (mass) collaboration without the assertion of exclusive
rights or, in many cases, markets, yet Wikipedia seems to play a significant role in the
production of information, knowledge, and culture.

Benkler also acknowledges that firms such as IBM®' now increasingly seek to
adopt those commons-based peer models as they can serve as a solution space and an
alternative information source guiding demand and supply. While he does not offer a

particular frame of reference to interpret the commons-based peer production

* Also both perspectives make frequent references to lileratures slemming from evolutionary and
experimental economics and evolutionary biology.

1 IBM takes both a supply-side and demand-side approach 10 its business strategy. Despite its many
patents, IBM works very hard to adapt its business model to free sofiware like the Linux kernel, donating
patents to the Free Software Foundation, hiring expertise from the developer community, etc, which has
resulted in rapidiy increasing revenues (Benkler, 2006; Hamel, 2007; Tapscott and Williams, 2006).
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perspective, Benkler does foresee a key challenge for firms to come up with the means
to interact with and, perhaps integrate, these (voluntary) social processes like Wikipedia
without destabilizing or undermining the motivational structure and commitment that
make them work. From this perspective, in order to develop such a conceptual
framework, Benkler (2008) calls for a reassessment of human motivation and
organization models which, in his view, needs to incorporate a wider understanding of
human nature, action, and systems to represent a more collaborative and open system of
cooperation. Thus, where the social network market in the context of the creative
industries is proposed to replace ‘the industry’ the commons-based peer production is
seen as an alternative mode of production and, thus, does not replace the industry (or,
markets and firms).

Amidst questions about how to conceptualize the relationship between user
participation and the firm, particularly, one issue concerning (free) labour, demands our

attention. This is discussed next.

3.2.3  All work and no play?

With the ‘collision’ of user participation and the commercial world, attention is
increasingly directed towards the apparent link between the work put in by users and
(the circumstances of) employment. More specifically, as a growing number of users, in
general, and mod developers, in particular,”” voluntarily dedicate hour after hour
working for free on mod projects, research has sought to address the grey areas of work,
leisure, and, to a lesser extent, ownership.

A Pew study on technology usage and the working lives of Americans reported
that 84% of the respondents are in the employment of others, while the remaining 16%
are self-employed (Madden and Jones, 2008).* Some 62% of the respondents use the
Internet and email at work. They are called ‘networked workers” and are more likely to
access and use technologies such as cell phones, computers, and personal digital
assistants outside of the work context. Networked workers are found to work more
frequently from home than those that do not use these technologies to do their job. The

study reported that 56% of the networked workers occasionally work from home, while

52 See also research on user participation in open source projects dealing with issues such as labour
processes and/or commerce (Berdou, 2007; Raymond, 1999; van Wendel de Joode, 2005), business
models (Feller, Fitzgerald, Hissam, and Lakhani, 2005), and licensing (Lakhani and Panetta, 2007).

33 The study was based on N = 2,134 adults in the US and included 1,000 full-time and pari-time aduit
workers.



48

20% of the respondents said they perform work at home on a (near) every day basis
which is slightly higher than the results for all respondents (respectively 45% and 18%).
Furthermore, workers with an income of US$ 75,000+ tend to work more from home
than those that make less than US$ 30,000 (69% vs. 30%). The study also asked
respondents about their social networking, video sharing sites, and gaming ‘habits’.
Some 35% of the respondents use social networking sites for personal and professional
purposes and use them at work and at home. Online videos are watched by 53% of the
respondents of whom only a small percentage strictly watches videos at work (3% at
workplace vs. 37% from home). One in four employed Internet users reported to play
online games at home, while only 3% reported that they game at the workplace. Yet,
43% of those aged 18 to 29 reported gaming both at home and at work.

The growing number of people that (occasionally) work from home seems to
coincide with a scholarly interest in new ways of organizing work that is more
decentralized and associated with information and communication technologies
(Malone, 2004). At the same time, a call for ‘creativity’ can be heard; “creativity, once
considered to be the work of God, or latterly the work of the god-like artist-genius, has
been democratized. Today, politicians, business leaders, footballers and schoolchildren

292

aspire to be ‘creative’” (Bilton, 2007: xiii). In contemporary society creativity suggests

a kind of ‘talent-led economy’ where,

work comes to mean much more than just earning a living; it incorporates and overtakes
everyday life. In exacting new resources of self-reliance on the part of the working population,
work appears to supplant, indeed hijack, the realm of the social, re-adjusting the division
between work and leisure, creating new modes of self-disciplining producing new forms of
identity (McRobbie, 2002: 99).

With creativity as a key element of cultural production underlying the creative
industries, work and ‘play’ appear to become increasingly blurred suggesting that the
organization of work cannot be understood separately from the domestic sphere
concerning personal (and social) interests. For example, Lee (2007) has shown that
‘creative workers’ in London increasingly have a ‘portfolio career’ stressing a work-
leisure flexibility underlying a perpetual entrepreneurial outlook to work where they
‘commodify’ themselves. Deuze, Martin, and Allen (2007: 350) have studied the
working lives of ‘gameworkers’ and found that many make substantial sacrifices

(particularly concemning working hours and copyright issues) to “call themselves game
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developers.” Perhaps unsurprisingly, game developers are often hired from the mod

community (Postigo, 2003; Sotamaa, 2007).>* For example,

Valve contacted one of the other guys and so a couple of them came out here and then there was
a business deal. It’s like the dream in the back of your mind, you don’t really expect for,
especially someone like Valve, I mean a small studio maybe, but for Valve to come down and
say, “Go work for us, you make a game,” you know, that was just unbelievable.*

The employment of gamers/developers seems to be an important strategy to
incorporate intellectual property underscoring Valve’s success with the incorporation of
former mods such as Counter-Strike, Team Fortress, and Day of Defeat (cf. Dovey and
Kennedy, 2006). By tapping into the heart of the gaming community developer firms
appear to aim to incorporate those gamers/developers with the passion, skills and drive
to make only the best of the best. The biggest challenge is spotting potential new hires
that can work in an environment thriving on “very smart and talented people that are
self-directed and yet know how to work with others and juggle their expectations.”® As
diverse and industry-wide successful hires have indicated modding is, in many cases, a
collaborative effort where mod developers from all over the world donate time and
skills and work together on various aspects of production and development (Nieborg,
2005; Postigo, 2008; Sotamaa, 2007).

The various kinds of inputs provided by mod developers can provide value to
the developer firm and (extended) community at large through their — in many cases,
freely shared — knowledge and labour contributions (cf. Humphreys, 2005).> Free
labour through value-adding practices balances somewhere in between paid and
voluntary work and seems to be a sign of the times of the creative industries (Postigo,
2007; Terranova, 2000; Yee, 2006a). The main obstacles of ‘precarious playbour’ for
mod developers are the “recognition of their status as creators of value for the industry
and gamers alike, claiming their intellectual property rights and overcoming the

ideological representation of modding as mere hobby” (Kiichlich, 2005: 7). Indeed, mod

* For instance, expos and mod contents organized by developer firms can count on interest from mod

developers. In general, winners can receive US$ 50,000+ in prize money and/or a commercial license,
and, in some cases, may get acquired by the developer firm a la The Desert Combat mod (Nieborg and
van der Graaf, 2008).

%% Interview with John Morello, mod developer of Day of Defeal, animator at Valve (24/03/06),

% Interview with Yahn Bernier, software developer at Valve (24/08/06).

*7 See Pine and Gilmore (1999) regarding value creation. They distinguish between work that produces
value from something new (origination), from something done (execution), from something improved

(correction), and from something used (application).
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developers operate in a firm-hosted community from which the developer firm
continuously seeks to benefit, albeit by proxy. More specifically, firms regard mod
development as attractive sources for free brand creation 4 la game-turned-mod-turned-
commercial-title Counter-Strike (Valve), extensions of the game’s shelf-life, increased
loyalty, innovation, and recruitment (Kiichlich, 2005; West and Gallagher, 2006), while
users seem to be drawn by activities such as problem solving, hacking, self-expression,
and portfolio-building (Behr, 2007; Jeppesen, 2004; Sotamaa, 2007a).

Whereas both mod developers and developer firms actively appropriate and
rework digital resources, it is typically only the developer firm that can claim full rights
over their products and the firms have developed legal contracts outlining what can and
cannot be done with the product (see Chapter 2); “the consequence is that we are less
and less a free culture, more and more a permission culture” (Lessig, 2004: 8). Issues of
artistic appropriation and fair use may have been dealt with in other media contexts
such as music and film to “balance the rights of original creators’ rights of intellectual
property with subsequent creators’ rights to expressive re-imaginings of that original
material”, yet legal scholarship concerning games/3D environments has tended to
concentrate on the underlying code rather than user experiences (Baldrica, 2007: 684).
The rights of mod developers tend to be bound by the firm’s End-User License
Agreement that typically denies any type of ownership and, as such, contributes to an
unbalanced sketch of firm-user relationships in product development (Humphreys,
2008). The legal pay-off for user participation in development practices in games/3D
environments remains pretty marginal in terms of legal protection and ownership rights
associated with user creativity (cf. Koster, 2006; Sawhney and Prandelli, 2000).

Within this context, one might wonder how mod developers perceive of this
‘industry gain’ of the ‘labour of love’ they put in creation practices (in a romanticized
picture of working) at night and in the wee hours of the morning within the confines of
their homes. Who are all those ‘you’s’ that are claimed to indulge in online cultural
production? (Burgess, 2007; Tapscott and Williams, 2006). Without much systematic
research readily available on user participation in an online context, the few studies that
have appeared present a rather bleak picture, indicating that a relatively small

percentage of users are actual creators (e.g. of blogs, upload videos, game mods).* For

* The definition of a creator is also contested as, in different studies, it tends to refer to a wide variety of
low-skill, intermediate-skill, and high-skill activities such as publishing, uploading, (re)mixing, and
modding.
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example, in a study of American adult online consumers Forrester Research (2008) has
shown that, among those people who use the Internet regularly, some 52% are inactive,
some 33% are spectators, while only 13% are actual creators (Li and Bernoff, 2008).
Nielsen (2006) introduced the ‘90-9-1 rule’ to explain participation in wiki media,
thereby attributing some 90% to readers, some 9% to minor contributors, and only 1%
to active contributors (cf. ‘social media pyramid’ in Horowitz, 2006; ‘participation gap’
in Jenkins, 2006). The majority of users seem therefore to consist of those who like to
be entertained by reading, watching, and downloading content contributed by others.
Research has also insufficiently addressed motivations for participation which may be
motivated by a communal desire associated with a shared enterprise or interest but may
also be driven by individual needs or interests (van Dijck and Nieborg, forthcoming).
Moreover, in the investigation of user participation no distinction tends to be made
between users of firm-hosted and not-for-profit communities (cf. de Valck, 2005;
Schifer, 2008).

What is known about users participating in the context of games/3D
environments? Although a rapidly growing body of scholarship can be detected in the
evolving field of games/3D environment research, robust accounts of player
characteristics are lacking. One reason for this may be related to a lack of access to
game populations which has resulted in a tendency to rely on convenience samples.
Studies have suggested, however, that gamer populations seem to be wide and diverse
underpinned by differences in game genres and platforms (contrary to a more
stereotypical perception of gamers as isolated teenage males). One well-known
taxonomy of virtual world players, albeit developed without statistical data, was
developed by Bartle (1996) which distinguishes between achievers, socializers,
explorers, and killers. With Bartle’s taxonomy in mind Yee’s study (2006), based on
data from 30,000 MMORPG players, sought to develop a taxonomy of players based on
MMORPG demographics, motivations, and experiences. Insight was yielded into,
among others, the relationship between the avatar and the offline personality, playing
with real life romantic partners, and economic profitability from digital sales (cf.
Turkle, 1995). Other illustrations of classifications have been based on game design and
play styles (Sotamaa, 2007a), learning and guilds (Steinkuehler, 2005), and relative
involvement, role-playing and scepticism towards the usefulness of MUDs for

developing friendships (Utz 2000). Only a handful of studies have examined the
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motivations of players who develop modifications. Based on interviews with thirty
modders of Operation Flashpoint Sotamaa (2004) found five motivational dimensions
for participation: playing, hacking, researching, artistic work, and cooperation. Similar
findings can be found in Behr’s work (2007) for which she interviewed fourteen
modders of different mod communities, while adding the motivations facing challenges
and gaining recognition. In addition to motivations, she also considered usage patterns
of the modding technology in terms of communication, behaviour, perceived social
norms, and restrictions. While showing similar motivational patterns, mod developers
could be classified in terms of usage patterns as committed youngsters, experienced

leaders, part-time modders, and project-oriented modders.

So what can we take-away from the review of the user participation literature in
the context of the present study? With its focus on democratizing aspects of user
creativity, or, in other words, social advancement through technological progress
associated with Web 2.0, the user participation literature offers a good starting-point for
the investigation of the firm-hosted 3D platform as a site of participatory cuiture. There
are, however, weaknesses in the theoretical, empirical, and methodological approaches
in the existing literature. One weakness is related to the apparent link between user
participation and technological advancement. Too readily research tends to overestimate
{or, ‘hype’) the creative capacities of users and their contributions to product
development, while aspects of (such as variations in) the design and use of technologies
(e.g. software routines, toolkits) tend to be under-exposed, or even absent from many
discussions. Moreover, scholars have been quick to relate this kind of social progress
through user participation to the organisation of the media industry, where some kind of
shift in the power relations between media firms and users seems to be implied rather
than systematically investigated. Also, insufficient attention has been given to the ways
users may participate on the firm-hosted platform (in contrast to not-for-profit
platforms), what they may contribute, and how and with what frequency they may
interact with others. On a similar note, a blind spot seems to have developed concerning
the role of the firm, directing our attention from ‘firms as producers’ to ‘firms as
platform (or, service) providers’ coinciding with a shift in legal contracts, and which,
arguably, underpins the extent of user participation.

As this study aims to highlight the unfolding dynamics between the various
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participants involved in product development, rather than concentrating only on the
roles of users-as-participants on the firm-hosted 3D platform, the investigation is
supported by themes within the communities of practice tradition and the user-centred
innovation literature. In doing so, this study seeks to address and remedy some of the
weaknesses of the user participation literature underpinning the identification and
analysis of the constituents involved in the development and organization of product
development across firm boundaries. These two subsidiary literatures are used to draw
particular attention to interdependencies developing between the firm, users, and
technologies on the firm-hosted 3D platform, thereby illuminating the growing
significance of users in knowledge production and innovation associated with the

emerging knowledge-based economy.

3.3  “You’re so money and you don’t even know it!”%

A growing number of firms looks at the (emergent) properties of online
communities such as social networking sites to acquire, engage, and retain customers.
Communities are viewed as meeting points for firms and users where knowledge and
information can be generated and exchanged and transactions executed (Hagel and
Armstrong, 1997; de Valck, 2005). In this marriage of commerce to customer loyalty
user participation in the firm-hosted setting holds the ‘key to wisdom’ (cf. ‘witkey’ in
Zhou, 2008). More specifically, the rise of user creativity is said to downplay
professional expertise associated with a closed and proprietary-based understanding of
the firm, favouring the growth of knowledge associated with open networks
encompassing all participants, across firm boundaries. Complementing the creative
industries perspective discussed above, user creativity on the firm-hosted platform is
said to produce knowledge that may create learning opportunities for the firm. These
converging firm-user dynamics occurring in communities, or networks, of practice draw
attention to the importance of the role of knowledge in social and economic
development stressing the “need to continuously harness new technologies and
processes to develop knowledge societies that are people-centred, inclusive and
development oriented” (Unesco, 2007: 1; Lave and Wenger, 1991).

The next sections discuss the communities of practice perspective (Section

5% Swingers (Independent Pictures, 1996).
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3.3.1) with the aim of highlighting the make-up of firm-user leaming dynamics

underpinned by a knowledge-centric view of the firm (Section 3.3.2).

3.3.1 Communities of practice

Since the early 1990s a substantial literature can be observed focusing on the
role of communities in knowledge production and innovation that, in various research
contexts, is informed by concepts such as epistemic communities (Haas, 1992),
communities of consumption (Kozinets, 1999), and communities of practice (Lave and
Wenger, 1991). Here, I take an interest in communities of practice (CoP) theory for its
application in management and organization studies drawing attention to a knowledge-
based view of the firm built around communities.

Lave and Wenger (1991) originally developed the notion of CoP to understand
learning as a situated activity outside the formal education system. In five accounts of
apprenticeship in rather small and tight-knit communities of, respectively, Mayan
midwives in Yucatan, Vai and Golan tailors in Liberia, quartermasters in the US navy,
US supermarket butchers, and non-drinking alcoholics, they have provided an
understanding of learning as a social process encapsulating a group of people engaged
in a shared practice. The learning model, in Lave and Wenger’s theory, involves a
process of ‘legitimate peripheral participation’ (LPP) which highlights an
interdependent relationship between being a newcomer and being an insider in the
community. LPP draws attention to ways in which outsiders become new participants
and learn (preferred) ways of participating, reframing participants’ ways of thinking,
interests, shared practices, and identities, and so forth binding the community. Thus,
LPP provides insight into the process whereby newcomers entering a community leamn
practices from the old schoolers. This process involves some sort of contribution from
the apprentice to the community and when s/he masters these peripheral practices an
increase in her/his legitimacy can mean (slowly) progressing inwards from the
periphery to becoming an established and fully participating member. For example, in
World of Warcraft (Blizzard Entertainment) peripheral participation is built into the
character’s beginner’s level enculturating new players into the community.

Newcomers are given simple quests to help them adjust to their virtual environment [and] offer

instructions and guidance as to where and what a player needs to achieve, [while] other players

[..] act as teachers or classmates to aid the new player in adjusting to the game’s social
functions™ (Lau, 2005: 10).
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This linear direction moving from the outskirts towards becoming more
embedded in the practices of the (core) community points to the notion of power.
Access and transparency are hereby relevant.

To become a full member of a community of practice requires access lo a wide range of ongoing

activity, old-timers, and other members of the community; and 1o information, resources, and

opportunities for participation. [...] Transparency when used here in connection with technology

refers to the way in which using artefacts and understanding their significance interact to become
one learning process (Lave and Wenger, 1991: 100-101).

Certain authority levels therefore exist that explicitly or tacitly permit or refuse
someone’s membership status. This was illustrated in Lave and Wenger’s study on
butchers in US supermarkets where achieving the status of legitimate apprentice did not
automatically mean the right to move towards participation in the more advanced
practices of the community. Understanding power in terms of acceptance and denial
seems somewhat limited, however. For example, Berdou (2007) has shown that in many
Free and Open Source (F/OS) comimunities inequality remains an issue after a
newcomer has been accepted as a member. She argues that the open and fluid character
of the community may widen the idea of membership yet with many formal and
informal rules in place a sense of hierarchy may become re-established. Moreover, not
every newcomer may have a desire to move to centre stage and achieve full
participation. Some members that are considered to contribute peripheral practices such
as administrative tasks may not necessarily be interested in becoming core programmers
(Berdou, 2007). This seems to challenge Lave and Wenger’s study of fairly independent
and unconnected CoP (cf. @sterlund and Carlile, 2005). A more complex and multi-
levelled perspective of CoP seems therefore desirable in the context of variances in user
participation in software development at the invitation of modemn-day firms.

Wenger (1998: 127) has developed the notion “constellations of interconnected
practices” to stress the configuration of diverse but related CoP such as firms where
CoP do not (per se) align with a business unit or team. Rather they can, for instance,

emerge across teams or firm boundaries.

Organizations are social designs directed at practice. Indeed, it is through the practices they bring
logether that organizations can do what they do, know what they know. and learn what they
learn. Communities of practice are thus key to an organization’s competence and to the evolution
of that competence (Wenger, 1998: 241).
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In an organizational context the CoP perspective has been applied with particular
attention to knowledge sharing within and across CoP, highlighting what Brown and
Duguid (2001) have referred to as “networks of practice” (NoP). They argue that the
idea of community leads us to believe that the firm is quite culturally homogenous but
with diverse practices at hand the firm resembles more a “community-of-communities”
of practice (Brown and Duguid, 1991; c¢f. Swan, Newell, Scarbrough, and Hislop,
1999). With the notion NoP Brown and Duguid have sought to encapsulate multiple and
interconnected forms of social alignment and to predominantly stress the flow of
varying yet equally important degrees of proximity of information or relationships
constituted by loose epistemic groups. The terms network and community are not clear-
cut and have received much scholarly attention, yet, generally it can be said that
network refers to (somewhat) loosely coupled groups of members that may never come
across one another (cf. de Valck, 2005; Feenberg and Bakardjieva, 2004; Rheingold,
1993; Wenger, 1998). It seems therefore that NoP is more appropriate in the context of
Web-based applications such as forums, F/OS projects, and 3D environments, although
both NoP and CoP have been widely (often, interchangeably) applied. This study builds
on the perspective of a constellation of practices that are networked in principle
stressing different dynamics and interdependencies among networked CoP (NCoP)
where the fluid boundaries between the different practices are constantly fine-tuned.

The next section continues the discussion of the role of CoP theory in an

organizational setting.

3.3.2  The wisdom of the firm

The importance of communities as facilitators of knowledge production, sharing,
and application has, especially since the mid-1990s, coincided with a move in theories
of the firm towards a knowledge-based view of the firm.* In this knowledge-based
view, the production of knowledge is understood as the most important resource, or
activity, of the firm and is a key source for competitive advantage (Nonaka, 1991;
Spender, 1996; Teece, 1998). The success of firms or individuals is reflected in their

capability to learn associated with the generation, exchange and utilization of new

% This perspective is said to have succeeded a ‘first generation’ of interest in a knowledge-centric view of
the firm (associated with knowledge management) thal was information technology- and systems-based
suggesting that there has been a shifl from collecting knowledge to perspectives on connecting people
(Huysman and de Wit, 2004; Scarbrough and Swan, 2001).
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knowledge, competence, and skills; it can be said that the firm or individuals generate
wealth in proportion to their capacity to learn and share their creations (Foray, 2004; cf,
learning economy’ in Lundvall, 1996).

Notwithstanding long-standing debates that have sought to define knowledge,
within the confines of this study, knowledge is understood as a (cognitive) capability.
Knowledge can be defined by ‘what we know’, in other words, it involves the mental
processes that are inaccessible to us (Polanyi, 1969). Information, on the other hand, is
about expressing what we know such as through the written word or photographs.
Therefore, the reproduction of knowledge can be said to concern learning, while the
reproduction of information deals with duplication (Benkler, 2006). And whereas the
marginal costs of information reproduction are close to zero, knowledge reproduction
relies on a “master-apprentice system [...] or on interpersonal transactions among
members of the same profession or community of practice” (Foray, 2004: 4). For
example, using a cognitive ethnography methodology Steinkuehler (2005) selected a
single unremarkable utterance of re-occurring collaborative practice in the virtual world
Lineage (NCsoft) and used functional linguistics to yield insight into the nature of a
given practice in-world, and the way language-in-use was situated and tied to the larger
community marking membership within that community.

This draws attention to an aspect of transferability of knowledge which
effectively underlies the sustainability of competitive advantage (Grant, 1996; Kakihara
and Sprensen, 2002). There is a considerable literature in which scholars have debated
knowledge in terms of the tacit/codified distinction (Duguid, 2005; Johnson, Lorenz,
and Lundvall, 2002). Different terms have been used to describe aspects of knowledge
such as know-how and know-what (Brown and Duguid, 1998), soft and hard knowledge
(Hildreth and Kimble, 2002), and information and know-how (Kogut and Zander,
1992). Generally speaking however, one camp has argued that tacit (or, implicit)
knowledge is (unconsciously) known and cannot be accessed without becoming invalid
and, therefore, remains unarticulated (Polanyi, 1969), while another camp has stressed
that, albeit difficult, tacit knowledge can be made explicit through joint activities or
interpersonal interactions (Nonaka, 1991; Senker, 1995; Teece, 1998). The perspective
of this study is that knowledge (rather than being captured) can be demonstrated
through people’s expressions and practices in relation to a social learning context of the

networked community.
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A knowledge-based view of the firm increasingly recognizes communities as
effective organizational means enabling and facilitating complex (tacit) knowledge
sharing. Communities have been documented to support (voluntary) knowledge sharing,
inform the development of relationships, nurture new knowledge, stimulate innovation,
and share knowledge within and across firm boundaries (Blanchard and Markus, 2002;
Lueg, 2003; Wenger, 1998). Attention has been drawn to the growing importance of
networked sites, or communities, as repositories of knowledge (and innovation)
advocating a view of learning that is profoundly linked to the conditions within which it
is learned. The knowledge-based perspective understands learning as an interactive
process where knowledge is a collective asset dispersed among networked firms and
individuals, while enhancing competences of both (Lundvall, 1996). As I have outlined
above, increasingly firms encourage user participation on the firm-provided platform.
Through these networked communities users are seen to engage in various practices and
exchange information, providing a basis for the firm’s ability to know and learn,
highlighting users as part of the firm’s dynamic knowledge base. More specifically,
where the firm actively seeks input from its users as external knowledge sources, firm
boundaries can be defined by its knowledge base rather than by the firm’s production
function alone (Foray, 2004, Jeppesen, 2004; Sawhney and Prandelli, 2000).

When firms open up to inflows and outflows of knowledge for the advance of
product development several challenges lie ahead such as attracting and motivating
users to participate, allocating and coordinating in- and outputs between the firm and
the user base, and accessing, filtering, and incorporating user contributions. The
investigation into the underlying dynamics of the production, distribution, and
application of knowledge and its impact on economic development has been wide and
diverse and with different theoretical positions and contributions clear-cut lines and
robust constructs for further investigation are not easily distilled. Furthermore, a
substantial literature has concentrated on issues such as the accessibility and diffusion
of knowledge yet has tended to bypass the organization of processes by which firms
manage to stimulate, access, and convert (external) knowledge into specific
competences and capabilities (cf. Washida, Kinoshita, and Awata, 2006). On another
note, the adoption of CoP in a commercial setting raises an important question that has
not been much addressed and which concerns the characterization of the CoP. In this

view, the community tends to offer a structure of interdependence that can be
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characterized by relations of a minimal hierarchy and organizational heterogeneity
associated with bottom-up and egalitarian accounts of power (Powell, 1990). However,
the community associated with, particularly within, the firm tends to be brought about
by completing tasks and is generally related to financial rewards. Lastly, with the
‘explosion of information’ associated with the proliferation of digital technologies
underpinned by concepts such as the ‘networked information economy’ and the
‘learning economy’, it may become increasingly difficult for firms to recognize and
keep up with significant trends that may confer sustainable competitive advantage.

The next section discusses user participation in the context of research on

novation by users.

3.4 Toolkits for Extreme Makeover: Home Edition™

Since the early 2000s or so, home improvement shows have been filling the
ether. For example, in Trading Spaces (RIVR Media, 2000) two neighbours receive US$
1,000 and a carpenter to redecorate a room in each other’s house and in Extreme
Makeover: Home Edition (ABC, 2004) a team of professionals gives families ‘new
hope’ by rebuilding their homes. Since we cannot all be Ty Pennington or Martha
Stewart, these kind of TV shows teach people at home the tricks of the ‘build and
decorate’ trade. They demonstrate and explain which tools to use in what situation, how
to use them, and so forth, enabling and facilitating people to transform their homes in a
dream house according to their own liking. This ‘tinkering and toying’ to personalize
one’s living space links user participation to customization, highlighting the role of
tools. User participation in the commercial setting of games and 3D software firms as
set out in Chapter 2 is in many cases stimulated and facilitated by user toolkits, assisting
users in activities such as writing and publishing code. Such a ‘democratizing’ tendency
of user-centred innovation has received considerable scholarly interest. However, before
I turn to this discussion, how is the term innovation used in this study?

The term innovation in the context of user participation in mod development is
broadly viewed as aspirational, interactive, and integrative. Innovation entails ways of

seeing and doing such as ideas, objects, and practices that are perceived as new by an
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adopting unit (Rogers, 2003).*' Innovation also concerns the organization of firm-user
interactions shaping and maintaining the firm-hosted 3D product rather than
highlighting the role of the individual or specific points of within-firm innovation (cf.
Fontana and Sgrensen, 2005).%

In this section I seek to consider some of the issues associated with the user-
centred innovation perspective. First, I discuss the role of toolkits in innovation

practices. This is followed by a consideration of who, why, and what users innovate.

3.4.1 Toolkits for user innovation

Arguably, innovation is as old as mankind. As a field of research, however, a
substantial literature has emerged since the 1960s focusing on the sources of innovation
and information, thereby recognizing that some of the most important new products and
processes have been developed by user firms and end users (Fagerberg, 2003; Freeman,
1991; von Hippel, 2005). Given the scope of this study, the review concentrates
primarily on innovation by (end) users (as in ‘private people’ or, consumers) which has
shown a predominant concern with issues that arise from the tension between need
information (generated by users) and solution information (generally originated by
developer firm) which is conceptualized as information stickiness.

Successful product development deals effectively with information costs, where
the firm is seen as being interested in economizing on the acquisition of reliable need
information that assists in delivering a product tailored to users’ specific needs (while
improving the knowledge base of the whole firm; cf. Franke and Piller, 2004). Firms
and users tend to know different things, finding expression in the development of
different types of innovations, thereby emphasizing that developer firms tend to focus
on innovations based on known needs and users seem to stress functionality (von

Hippel, 1994). It can be costly, however, to move information from one site to another.%

®! Typically a distinction is made between invention and innovation, whereby invention is associated with
first occurrences and innovation is said to refer to the commercial introduction (Arthur, 2006; Fagerberg,
2003). In this study the term innovation is more widely defined and is being generally used to refer to
(production) practices concerning user participation/creativity without regard to the nuances in the
existing innovation literature about the relationships between innovation, creativity and/or production or
economists’ conceptions of innovation, creativity, and knowledge.

% Innovations can be incremental and continuous, or more radical and discontinuous (or, first of type)
associated with opening up new product categories and markets (cf. Antorini, 2007). See Rosens (2005)
for a discussion regarding the relationship between product innovaliveness and innovation management
practices calling for more nuanced innovativeness typologies.

% Sticky information can result from issues such as information access, e.g. tacit information tends to be
costly as it is typically accessed and acquired through apprenticeship systems (von Hippel, 2005).
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User needs can also shift upon product usage and devaluate outdated user information
stored by the developer firm (Jeppesen, 2004). Moreover, Franke and von Hippel (2002)
have shown that developer firms tend to disregard a substantial number of within-
segment variations in user needs because considering the needs of this ‘crowd of one’
would be costly in terms of design, production and/or marketing.

The stickiness of information, however, is not immutable. Stickiness can be
reduced via investment to that end. In particular, new or improved products can be
developed without having to transfer sticky information from users if they fulfil
particular design tasks. Firm-provided toolkits have been shown to assist in this practice
of systematically outsourcing certain design and innovation tasks from the locus of the
firm to users. Toolkits tend to lower the threshold by enabling and facilitating user
participation in product development, supporting users to create products that
correspond to their individual needs (Piller and Walcher, 2006; von Hippel and Katz,
2002). As a result, the product development practice is repartitioned into sub-tasks
between the firm and users, co-locating “problem solving tasks with sticky need-related
information in the consumer setting”, which draws attention to modularity (Jeppesen,

2004: 17; see Section 2.4.2). A modular system can be understood as,

a nearly decomposable system that preserves the possibility of cooperation by adopiing a
common interface. The common interface enables, but also governs and disciplines, the
communication among subsystems (Langlois and Garzarelli, 2006: 9).

Modularity as a product development strategy can offer a number of advantages
(Brusoni and Prencipe, 2001; Langlois and Garzarelli, 2006). First, a modular system
eases the task of coordination and downplays unexpected interactions. Second,
modularity (particularly associated with the degree of standardization of the interface)
allows firms to upgrade per module, or throughout the product life cycle. Third,
modularity reduces production costs and time because, for example, different modules
can be simultaneously developed and tapped into local knowledge (cf. ‘collective
intelligence’ in Lévy, 1997). Several disadvantages of modularity include a possible
decrease, especially in the short term, in overall product performance and, in
comparison to non-compound systems, a modular system is more complex and, hence, a
more thorough understanding of connections between modules is necessary in order to

develop the system (Langlois and Robertson, 1992; Ulrich, 1995).
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Toolkits can allow users different modalities in design possibilities, ranging from
having very simple scope (‘low-end’) such as having the choice to select between
various options like size and colour, to granting users the opportunity to come up with
new products (‘high-end’) (Thomke and von Hippel, 2002). The more basic type of
toolkit is typically used to exploit mature markets, while the more advanced kind tends
to be used in the exploration of new and/or opportunities for products and services.
Furthermore, it has been shown that high-end (or, expert) toolkits tend to pose a greater
challenge to users and, consequently, demand a more advanced skill level, while low-
end toolkits can be used by nearly any user (Franke and Schreier, 2002). Five important
attributes have been shown to make toolkits useful or successful for the firm. Toolkits
can (1) facilitate dynamic trial-and-error learning; (2) allow for a solution space in
assisting and enabling (particular) design creation; (3) be (relatively) user-friendly; (4)
provide libraries, modules, and other components for usage and inclusion; and (5)
generate user-generated contents such as mods, that can be appropriated, (re)produced,
and integrated by the developer firm (von Hippel, 2005).

Section 2.3 highlighted that, especially, FPS, virtual worlds, and 3D
collaborative platforms tend to be purposely designed and equipped with a toolkit,
enabling and guiding mod developers in unlocking (some of) the capabilities of the
software’s core. What can we learn from the use of toolkits in the games and 3D
software industries? In their study on The Sims (Maxis) Priigl and Schreier (2006)
sought to go beyond a solution-based perspective on the utilization of toolkits in the
innovation process by investigating how users actually manage this invitation to
participate. Based on 177 questionnaires and an estimated total population of 950 file
creators (Mage = 26), they examined types of innovative practices, the handling of firm-

provided toolkits, and peer relevance of user-generated outputs. Their study found that,

[...] users were not content with the toolkits offered by the developer firm [...] Instead, they
tried to surpass the limits of the design freedom provided in firm-constructed toolkits by
employing tools from related fields and by expanding the scope of existing tools or even creating
their own toolkits. According to their underlying needs, users chose the appropriate toolkit from
a broad range of available applications. Thus, different types of users employ different types of
tools, which in turn iead to different types of innovation activities {Priigl and Schreier, 2006:
247).

Jeppesen (2004) came to a similar conclusion when he pointed to a so-called

‘firm-constructed design limit’ that constructs the space for user-driven innovation (cf.
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‘solution space’ in von Hippel, 2001; ‘third place’ in Jenkins, 2006). On the basis of the
relation between the employment of user toolkits and the need for developer firms to
support their gamers, Jeppesen described the way a game developer sets technical limits
to what the mod developer can do with the engine, graphics structure, and the editor.

Jeppesen and Molin (2003: 379) have argued that there is,

a tension between a leaming consumer community and deliberate firm strategy, which the
computer games firms exploit intensively. [...] The finm’s strategy concerns taking advantage of
technological opportunities offered by ICT to unite consumers and 1o create tools that form the
basis of a ‘community-of-practices’, which generates innovations. In other words, it is the
creation of a solution space and a place to meet that generate consumers’ learning and hence
innovation.

From this perspective, the user-centred innovation framework can be said to
position mod development underpinned by the qualities of the toolkit, within the
established, capital-intensive boundaries of the proprietary technology of the developer
firm (cf. Nieborg and van der Graaf, 2008). This draws attention to the issue of
generativity that Zittrain (2008: 70) has defined as “a system’s capacity to produce
unanticipated change through unfiltered contributions from broad and varied
audiences.” In this context, Zittrain (2008) has argued that the qualities that gave rise to
the success of the Internet now seem to be losing strength. Nowadays, it seems less easy
for users to modify Internet-centred products and services in contrast to the firm and/or
selected partners.

Internet users are again embracing a range of “tethered appliances,” reflecting a resurgence of

the initial model of bundled hardware and software that is created and controlled by one

company. This will affect how readily behavior on the Internet can be regulated, which in turn
will determine the extent that regulators and commercial incumbents can constrain amateur

innovation, which has been responsible for much of what we now consider precious about the
Internet (Zittrain, 2008: 8-9).

Another issue concems the application of user toolkits in support of the firm’s
competitive position. Research has primarily concentrated on the short term of toolkits
for user-centred innovation, but what happens when savvy users learn the ‘trade’ and
develop a competitive relationship with the developer firm? (von Hippel, 2005). In
addition, not much systematic attention has been given to heterogeneous user needs and
characteristics in relation to the supply of different toolkits and the role of firm support
to sustain the quality of user-generated contributions for application in the firm (and

community) (Jeppesen, 2004).
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This section has highlighted a distinction between firms that tend to pursue
innovation in order to benefit from capturing (economic) value from sales and/or
licensing, and users who innovate in order to benefit from their own or their peers’
contributions through direct use, while typically benefiting less so economically.
Particular attention was given to the role of the toolkit as interface between the firm and
users. Toolkits can serve as design and information instrument underpinning the design
space, and which makes the issue of a novel configuration of generating and capturing
value between firms and users explicit, particularly, concermning revamping business
models and management mind-sets (Thomke and von Hippel, 2002). But what kind of
innovating practices do users participate in? Moreover, who are these users, and what

are their motivations? The next section yields some answers.

3.4.2 On users who innovate

Users have been shown to participate in innovation-related practices in areas
such as industrial, consumer, and information products. In the industrial context, von
Hippel’s (1976) seminal study on a sample of 111 scientific instrument innovations
found that instrument users (both user firms and end users) were responsible for
developing, prototyping and field-testing nearly 80% of innovations (i.e. first of type,
major and minor functional improvements) that were indicated as the most significant
(cf. Lettl, Herstatt, and Gemuenden, 2006). User contributions in the consumer products
area have occurred in various product categories. For example, Liithje (2004) surveyed
the innovation activities and characteristics of 153 users of outdoor consumer products
(such as clothing and equipment) for climbing/mountaineering, hiking, cross-country
skiing, and mountain biking. He found that 37% of the respondents had come up with
ideas to produce new or enhanced products and about 9% had actually been involved in
building prototypes and/or products such as wet weather walking boots (cf. Franke and
Shah, 2003; Lithje, Herstatt, and von Hippel, 2005). In his study on software-based
music instruments Frederiksen (2006) explored communication patterns underlying
user-driven innovation. Rather than focusing on the end results of user-driven
innovations (‘hard’) for the firm or user, Frederiksen primarily examined user
communication (‘soft’) in online forums on the firm-hosted community of
Propellerhead Software and the ways the developer firm sourced user information for

internal innovation purposes (cf. Allen, 1977). Among other things, the study found that
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the firm showed greater interest in user provided information than in user provided
modifications and/or add-ons.

Although in the user-centred literature a perspective has evolved focusing on
individual innovators, more recently, an increased focus on ‘community-based
innovation’ can be detected (Antorini, 2007; Frederiksen, 2006; Jeppesen, 2004). The
underlying idea is that users inspire, assist, and collaborate with each other in

innovation practices. These innovation communities are,

nodes consisting of individuals or firms interconnected by information transfer links which may
involve face-to-face, electronic, or other communication. These can, but need not, exist within
the boundaries of a membership group. They ofien do, but do not need, incorporate the qualities
of communities for participants [...] (von Hippel, 2005: 96).

With a focus on a community based on shared interests and innovation-related
practices, this outlook is quite similar to the CoP perspective. Research into innovation
communities has indicated, that users tend to rely mostly on each other for innovation-
related information than, for example, on Web site resources (Luthje, 2004); and users
in several sports communities collaborate, provide, and receive quality innovation-
related assistance supporting the innovation process, yet when they find themselves in a
competitive setting the members share less (or nothing) (Franke and Shah, 2003). Also,
F/OS projects have been studied in this context, for example, in terms of the cost of
joining, contributing, and specialization of newcomers in developer communities
(Krogh, Spaeth, and Lakhani, 2003), and the managerial challenges encountered when
software firms seek to interrelate with F/OS communities for purposes such as value
generation (Dahlander and Magnusson, 2005).

Not every user who innovates is Mozart, or Will Wright, or John Carmack for
that matter (Benkler, 2006). Von Hippel (1986) has shown that a small group of users
tends to be ahead on market trends prior to adoption by the masses. Moreover, they can
point out what they consider to be flaws (in terms of needs and solutions) from which
the firm can learn, increasing the likelihood for a successful release in the mainstream
market (Lilien, Morrison, Searls, Sonnack, and von Hippel, 2001). These users who find
themselves at the leading edge of soon-to-be-trends,

expect atlractive innovation-related benefits from a solution and so are motivated (o innovate,

and [...] they experience the need for a given innovation earlier than the majority of the target
market (Jeppesen, 2004: 14).
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This so-called ‘lead user’ construct, coined by von Hippel (1986), consists of the
variables ‘ahead of the market’, ‘level of expected benefit’, and ‘level of innovation® ®
It tends to be empirically tested on the basis of dividing users into dichotomous ‘lead
user’ versus ‘non-lead user’ categories. In their study on sports communities Franke and
Shah (2003) also examined some lead user characteristics in relation to innovators and
non-innovators such as ‘ahead of the trend” and ‘time in community’. They found in
their sample that innovators displayed the characteristics of ‘ahead of the trend’ and
‘benefit from innovation’ more strongly than non-innovating users (cf. Liithje, 2004).
Jeppesen and Molin (2003) studied mod communities and identified three types of user
engagement, namely, modders who came up with innovative applications (referred to as
‘innovators’); users that were actively engaged in using and experimenting with games;
and, users who used products more passively (i.e. the more casual gamer) (cf. Priigl and
Schreier, 2006).

Morrison, Roberts, and Midgley (2004) have sought to validate the lead user
construct by introducing the variable ‘leading edge status’ (LES) that was tested on a
sample of innovating and non-innovating users of Australian libraries. Among other
things, they found that the distribution of LES was unimodal indicating that a
dichotomous understanding of lead users versus others is somewhat arbitrary and
“throws away valuable information” (Morrison et al., 2004: 361; cf. Franke and von
Hippel, 2002). Yet, a more nuanced approach towards the empirical investigation of
characteristics among different users as innovators fulfilling different roles associated
with various levels of involvement has remained largely unexplored. Furthermore, an
overly strong reliance on personal experiences/needs of lead users may dampen
successful mainstream adaptation because of certain differences between lead users and
mass users (cf. ‘debunked influentials hypothesis’ in Watts and Dodds, 2007). However,
in the case of niche markets, the experience/needs of lead users can be very helpful
because they tend to have quite similar attributes to within-firm developers (Kujala,
2003).

Why do users participate in innovation practices? Research has shown that users
engage in innovations if their use benefits exceed their costs (von Hippel, 2005). Thus,

users tend to innovate because they seek to satisfy their own needs. In general, however,

& Various mechanisms can be used to identify lead users such as pyramiding, specialized events, tracking
of download figures, and user communications on Web sites (Frederiksen, 2006; Priigl and Schreier,
2006; von Hippel, 2005).
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research has tended to examine motives independently, highlighting a number of
intrinsic motivations such as enjoyment, learning, and the process of participation, and
extrinsic benefits such as firm and peer recognition and career advancement (Antorini,
2007; Jeppesen and Frederiksen, 2006; Lakhani and Wolf, 2003; Shah, 2006).

Research has also shown that users, in case of freely shared developments, can
out-compete closed, firm-innovators because they seem to be able to gather more
capable and diverse participants than firms can, and when developments are freely
shared all participants can share and use the best contribution any participating user has
developed (Baldwin, Hienerth, and von Hippel, 2006; von Hippel, 2005). This seems to
present opportunities for mod developers to commercialize their contributions and
benefit beyond mere personal use yet substantial evidence of entrepreneurship is
lacking and contested. For example, whereas von Hippel’s (1976, 1988) study on
scientific instruments indicated that users rarely founded firms (cf. Lettl, Herstatt, and
Gemuenden, 2006), Shah (2000) found that 100% of first of type innovations in sports
equipment tended to be developed through ‘learning-by-doing’ by a handful of rather
young and technically unsophisticated lead users, 71% of whom, founded small
(lifestyle) firms to produce their innovations for profit.% It has been suggested, however,
that personal characteristics and information possessed by the entrepreneur may account
for starting up a firm and that the likelihood of user entrepreneurship may relate to
opportunity costs (Shah and Tripsas, 2004). Furthermore, open product design, modular
product architecture, and stage in the industry life cycle can positively advance the
commercialization of user-driven innovations (cf. Hienerth, 2004).

The next section presents the conceptual framework for this study.

3.5 Conceptual framework

This study is designed to enhance our understanding of the development and
organization of user participation in the commercial setting of the 3D software industry
by highlighting firm-user dynamics across permeable firm boundaries that underlie
product development on the firm-hosted 3D platform. In conceptualizing user

participation in the commercial setting of the firm underpinned by the claimed

% Start-ups were preferred over patenting and licensing to capture innovation-related benefits. Over time,
some of these start-ups transited into major players in the sport equipment market such as Burton
Snowboards (Shah, 2000).
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democratization of Web technologies evidenced in the creative capacities of users and
their contributions in digital development practices, this research engages with the user
participation literature as its main theoretical framework and is supported by themes
developing in communities of practice theory and the user-centred innovation literature.

This study adopts the perspective that user participation on the firm-hosted 3D
platform is an emerging site of participatory culture which is part of the creative
industries, and indicative of a blending together of social networks and market and, in
this capacity, may generate considerable market value. This view offers the opportunity
to build on the concept of ‘social network market’ by examining non-market dynamics
connected with user participation (which tends to be associated with the idea of free
labour) in the commercial setting of the firm-hosted platform.

User participation is investigated as a dynamic process evoked in a context and
particular organization of the roles of different groups of contributors (including the
developer firm and individuals) that are networked in a constellation of practices
(NCoP) underlying product development with the aim to highlight the
interdependencies developing between the firm, users, and technologies on the firm-
hosted 3D platform. In this study, variations in several participation patterns among
contributing users (operationalized through the design capabilities, see Chapter 4) are
empirically investigated to come to a more robust insight into differences in creative
capacities among user contributions and the implications for the product development
process across firm boundaries.

By drawing on insights from the toolkits for user innovation perspective, this
study investigates how user participation is embedded in commerce on the firm-hosted
platform, thereby directing particular attention to technical and artificial qualities of
the toolkit (operationalized through the wider ‘design space’, see Chapter 4) that
underpin the use and design of the 3D platform. The supply of different toolkits is also
examined in connection with variations in the characteristics of users such as different
roles and degrees of involvement; so as to elaborate on firm-user interactions in terms
of the role of the firm-as-provider and the ways users may participate, what they may
contribute, and how and with what frequency they may interact with others on the firm-
hosted platform (in contrast to not-for-profit platforms) which is further expected to
yield insight the commercialization of user contributions and the implications for the

firm’s competitive position. Thus, in this study, firm-provided user toolkits are
p p Ys . y2
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empirically investigated to come to a more robust understanding of the organization of
firm-user relationships with particular attention to variations in participation patterns
and functionalities of the design space and implications for product development.

From this perspective, the firm-hosted 3D platform as a site of participatory
culture underpinning product development, is investigated as a repository of knowledge
(that can be demonstrated) mobilizing the investigation of learning as an interactive
process between the developer firm and users (operationalized through learning by
design, see Chapter 4), and which is associated with the emerging knowledge-based
economy. This includes the strategy of the developer firm to engage users in creation
and sharing practices on the firm-hosted platform providing a basis for the firm’s ability
to know and learmn. In this examination, this study considers the organization of
processes by which the developer firm seeks to: enable, facilitate, and manage
(external) knowledge into specific competences and capabilities, and relate available
information to various aspects of learning opportunities; for which the implications are
also considered for the subsidiary communities of practice perspective.

In sum, the conceptual framework developed in this study guides the
investigation towards a more robust understanding of the development and organization
of firm-user relationships that underlies the integration of user participation into
mainstream business and the implications for product development. This investigation is

organized around the overarching research question that was introduced in Chapter 1:

| How is user participation constituted and maintained on the firm-hosted 3D
P p
platform, and with what implications for product development across firm

boundaries?

The examination of this question is guided by three working hypotheses that are

derived from the foregoing discussion and further explained in Section 4.2:

HI Users on the firm-hosted platform 3D platform are likely to participate in mod

development.

H2  The user’s experience level in using first and third party toolkits is positively

related to mod development.
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H3 User involvement in knowledge contributions on the firm-hosted 3D
collaborative platform is likely to strengthen crossover leaming opportunities

between the developer firm and users.

A further elaboration of the methodology for this study is presented in the next

chapter.



71

Chapter 4 ‘Rezzing’ methodology

Hello, hello, I’'m at a place called Vertigo

-U2%

4.1 Introduction

This chapter sets out the methodology for this research. The objective of this
study, as I have explained in Chapter 3, is to examine various aspects of user
participation in product development on the firm-hosted 3D collaborative platform. To
grasp the development and organization of dependencies between the developer firm
and mod developers, a methodology is called for that examines firm-user dynamics
built around divergent practices. In order to achieve this, the methodology combines
quantitative and qualitative methods to investigate one case study. The 3D platform
Second Life, developed and operated by Linden Lab, is chosen as the research site for
data collection by using a Web-based survey, semi-structured interviews, and online
documents.

This chapter is organized as follows. Section 4.2 outlines the research design
developed in this study with particular attention to the operationalization of the research
question and working hypotheses. Section 4.3 describes the rationale for selecting
Second Life as a single case study which is followed by a presentation of some basic
background information concerning the platform. In Section 4.4 the principal research
methods used for data collection are set out and discussed, that is, survey design,
interview guides, and a document database. Section 4.5 discusses the analytical
framework for both the quantitative and qualitative data. Section 4.6 summarizes the

main aspects of this chapter.

%2, Vertigo, How to Dismantle an Atomic Bomb (Island, 2004).
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4.2  Researching user participation

The previous chapter outlined the main theoretical framework grounding in the
user participation literature and supported theoretical themes to conceptualize the
intertwining of relatively cheap digital technologies facilitating user participation in the
production and distribution of digital practices, and firms that are increasingly shown to
lever and promote user participation on their Web-based platforms. Drawing on these
foregoing lines of research, several working hypotheses are set out below that define the
conceptual boundaries of this research, guiding the examination of user participation in
firm-hosted digital development practices. These hypotheses are stated as propositions

but they should be read as indicators of a likelihood of the relationships described.

The first hypothesis developed for this study concerns users as participants in
digital development practices. In this study, the developer firm and users of the firm-
hosted 3D collaborative platform are approached in situ as a dynamic relationship
involving product development opportunities across firm boundaries. More specifically,
the locus of product development concerning the firm-hosted 3D platform occurs in
networks of interactions among the developer firm and users rather than in distinct
activities in the isolation of the developer firm. The firm-hosted 3D collaborative
platform is indicative of a mixture of commercial and non-commercial contributions
where the developer firm and users verbalize, visualize, and materialize development
practices underlying (emergent) social and economic contexts. From this perspective,
studies have tpnded to hail the numerous, and accessible to ‘all’, opportunities for user
participation in the context of the Internet (Benkler, 2006; Burgess, 2007; Jenkins, 1992,
2006; von Hippel, 2005). This kind of ‘magic’ attributed to the creative capacities of
users and their contributions to product development across firm boundaries is said to
point to a ‘participatory turn’ underpinning the ubiquity of user participation in terms of
readiness, interest, and capabilities of users (Jeppesen and Molin, 2003; OECD, 2007;
van Dijck and Nieborg, forthcoming). This is captured by the following working

hypothesis:

H1  Users on the firm-hosted platform 3D platform are likely to participate in mod

development.
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The firm-hosted 3D platform has been shown to be embedded with particular
forms of usage that “actual users then engage [with] in an ongoing act of negotiation
with devices and systems, often re-inscribing and remaking them” and which may
provide the developer firm with information that may support product development
efforts (Taylor, 2006a: 2; cf. ‘feedback theory’, Mindell, 2000). On various occasions
developer firms have been shown to provide or grant access to first and third party
toolsets that implicitly shape particular mod development practices (Jeppesen, 2004;
Thomke and von Hippel, 2002). When developer firms release toolkits to systematicaily
outsource some development tasks by inviting users to modify and create content and
code (or, ‘donate labour’), users can adapt the platform in such a manner that it
corresponds to their own interests and needs. More specifically, developer firms can
provide toolkits that allow users to combine the parts of the source code and/or interface
with new externally created environments, scenarios or even total rebuilds that are often
freely dispersed on the Internet. The provision of toolkits appears to motivate and assist
users to learn and contribute more to the platform, because they can engage in (and,
bend) practices towards ends they value. This introduces the second working

hypothesis:

H2  The user’s experience level in using first and third party toolkits is positively

related to mod development.

In this research, the firm-hosted 3D collaborative platform provides a
representational instance of both individual and collective practices that may function as
sites for online learning, where networked members can share knowledge and may leamn
from knowledge they receive from others, and, particularly, from which the firm may be
seen to benefit. The acquisition of knowledge is regarded as a social process and is
inextricably bound up with the conditions within which it is learned. In particular, the
purposively firm-provided toolkits as a modular system may be a potential aide for user-
to-user learning and, more specifically in this study, firm-user learning. Learning
involves becoming a participant in some type of NCoP which offers a site of a joint
repertoire of knowledge, that is understood and continually negotiated by the group
bound together through reproductive practices (Lave and Wenger, 1991). In other

words, users are bound and apprenticed into ways of thinking and shared practices of
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the community, drawing attention to the issue of transferability underlying the
sustainability of competitive positions (e.g. users who seek to commercialize their
mods; Baldwin, Hienerth, and von Hippel, 2006; Shah and Tripsas, 2004).

Within a commercial setting of the developer firm, user participation is a case of
consulting with users, who may provide the developer firm with ideas about
discovering, developing, and refining the platform (cf. Humphreys, Fitzgerald, Banks,
and Suzor, 2005). The developer firm may generate the initial code, but that resource is
instantiated in a structure constituting of a constellation of NCoP. In other words, users
and (representatives of) the developer firm seemingly intersect, constituted around
communication of shared practices and platform use that allow for opportunities for
individual and collective development to happen, highlighting the learning curve
underlying product development (Allen, 1977; Foray, 2004; Frederiksen, 2006). Such
opportunities for learning can be investigated so as to better understand the composition
and structure of firm-user relationships, which is examined in the last working

hypothesis:

H3  User involvement in knowledge contributions on the firm-hosted 3D
collaborative platform is likely to strengthen crossover learning opportunities

between the developer firm and users.

In the pursuit of operationalizing these lines of investigation, this study has
identified three constructs, respectively, design capabilities, design space, and learning
by design that serve as units of analysis in the empirical investigation of this research.
The design capabilities construct informs the empirical investigation of particular
participation patterns of the developer firm and users by linking user participation and
platform membership to the organization of the developer firm (see Chapter 5). The
design space construct guides the examination of the functionalities of the firm-hosted
platform that underlies creative and interpretative practices contributing to platform
development across permeable boundaries (see Chapter 6). The learning by design
construct builds on the design capabilities and the design space in order to investigate
mod development in relation to the capacity of learning opportunities forming between

the developer firm and mod developers (see Chapter 7). Table 4-1 presents an overview
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of these constructs that guide the investigation and operationalization of the principal

research question underpinned by the conceptual framework.

Central research question

Table 4-1

Operationalization of the study

Q How is user participation constituted and maintained on the firm-hosted 3D platform, and
with what implications for product development across firm boundaries?

Overarching theoretical question

Is mod development on the firm-hosted 3D collaborative platform an indication of a novel
configuration of production underlying product development impacting learmning?

" Design capabilities

' Design' space
i

' Learning by design

Hi

"H2

" H3

~ Operationalization

Users on the firm-hosted 3D platform are
likely to participate in mod development.

How  does community  membership
characterize users as mod developers?

How does the organization of production
relate to labour processes across firm
boundaries?

The user’s experience level in using first and |
third party toolkits is positively related to
mod development.

What are the functionalities of the design
space?

How is mod development perceived by the
developer firm? And what are the
implications for transferability?

User involvement in knowledge contributions
on the firm-hosted 3D collaborative platform
is likely to strengthen crossover learning
opportunities between the developer firm and .
users.

What are the mechanisms underlying
crossover learning opportunities?
What are the implications for firm learning?

This section has provided a basis for the empirical investigation of firm-user

dynamics underlying product development so as to aim to moving beyond ‘marvelling’

at the phenomenon of user participation in Web-based environments. This study has

chosen Second Life as a case study for which the rationale is motivated next.
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43  “You only live twice”®’

This study uses the single case study as a research strategy to investigate user
participation in a segment of the 3D software industry. Clearly, there are limitations to a
case study design based on a single firm and/or firm-hosted community. However, the
choice for the single case study that was developed here, has been heralded by scholars
and media professionals alike as a rather extreme and unique case (Yin, 2003). More
specifically, this study combines elements of the intrinsic and instrumental case study
by drawing attention to the case for its own interest value and to point to some
(theoretical) aspects larger than the case itself, and which underpins the critical analysis
and theoretical contributions this study seeks to make in the examination of the
prerequisites for and the conditions of a contemporary phenomenon associated with
user participation on the Internet which has remained largely undocumented (Stake,
1995). Thus, although the case study may not represent a ‘sample’ and the approach
outlined in this research may not be easily transferable or applicable in other firms or
industries, this exploratory study is generalizable to the theoretical propositions — and
consequently, provides a basis for analytical generalizations (Bryman, 2004). More
specifically, the analysis provides a basis for generalization (only) to particular types of
users, certain toolsets, and limited sorts of user-generated practices in the context of
user participation in a commercial setting on the Internet (Yin, 2003). Future research
replicating data collection in other case studies may strengthen generalizability (see
Chapter 9).

The search and selection of a suitable case study, i.e. a firm-hosted site of
participatory culture, was guided by the following criteria: (1) a media or software firm
fostering and employing contributions made by users; (2) the provision of some type of
toolkit that allows users to create content; (3) an abundance of such contributions; (4) an
online networked platform hosted by the firm in which the firm is also present; (5) a
large number of active users (traffic); (6) allowance for variation among users in terms
of community participation, that is, in terms of user communication and digital
development (cf. de Valck, 2005). It was desirable for the platform and user base to
have been around for some time in order to decrease the likelihood of early start-up

problems and, more importantly, for there to be a better chance of some community

7 You Only Live Twice (Danjaq, 1967).
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practices being in place.

Guided by these criteria various online sources such as search engines and blogs
covering the media industries were searched and colleagues/friends were consulted.
There seemed to be many options. However, my personal interest in games and/or 3D
environments narrowed it down and after examination, several candidates did not meet
all criteria and were dismissed. This brought me in May 2006 to embark on my Second
Life of software developer and service provider Linden Lab, founded in 1999 by Philip

Rosedale.®® This choice is in line with the criteria set out above:

+ Second Life has over 16 million users (December 2008)® and has existed for
more than five years;

+ Second Life hosts a collaborative, immersive, and open-ended empty 3D
environment that is being inhabited, designed and developed by its so-called
‘residents’ who own the intellectual property right over these contributions;

+ Second Life provides users with an interface with a built-in toolkit that can be
used to build, script, and texture the platform, and by accessing the source code
of Second Life, the platform can be modded externally; and,

« Second Life is a highly sociable and communicative platform used internally by

Linden Lab and externally to interact with the user base.

Second Life allows users to access vast stretches of land and islands™ that can be
used for seemingly endless possibilities such as building a shop front, renting out a
music venue to performing artists, a gathering space where avatars can take classes,
form self-help groups to discuss depression or still-birth, or establishing a disaster
simulation environment to train rescue workers for real threats like terrorist attacks. In
this capacity, Second Life offers numerous ways for people to ‘immerse in products’
which, especially in 2006, attracted many companies and non-profit organizations as it
makes Second Life an ideal 3D platform for direct interaction, feedback and promotion.
For example, Reuters was quick to set up its digital headquarters, Adidas opened a retail

space, BBC Radio 1 has held live broadcasts such as Radio 1’s Big Weekend, IBM has

 Linden Lab has employs about 200 Lindens and has offices in San Francisco, Mountain View, Seattle,
Boston, Davis, and Brighton (UK).

% See http://secondlife.com/whatis/feconomy_stats.php (accessed 5/12/08).

® This depends on the type of registration and membership fee. There are levels of membership, but the
basic one is free. See htip://secondlife.com/whatis/pricing.php (accessed 12/12/08).


http://secondlife.com/whatis/economy_stats.php
http://secondlife.com/whatis/pricing.php
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used the platform as a meeting space (both internally at IBM and externally with
clients), Philips has used its digital office for consumer feedback and testing, the
Berkman Center for Internet & Society has live-streamed events such as luncheons and
lectures in-world, and Sony BMG owns a building to promoting and selling music
downloads. Real money can be made through Second Life’s currency, the Linden Dollar
(L$) which is connected to the Exchange Market (LindeX) where users can convert
earned L§ to real US Dollars (and vice versa).

Second Life thus illustrates how inputs for development arise outside the
boundaries of Linden Lab. More specifically, Linden Lab offers a 3D collaborative
platform where individual users and Linden employees (‘Lindens’) intersect, constituted
around communication of shared practices and platform (or product) use and, in this
capacity, creates opportunities for individual and collective development to take place.
As the key technological features seem easily transferable and the mode of
communication is relatively low-cost, the conditions are likely to favour the formation
and function of an active community of contributors. In such a set-up Linden Lab and
Second Life users may share knowledge, ideas and innovations, organizing and
facilitating dispersed users to collaborate, share information, and learn about product
use. From Linden Lab’s perspective, Second Life seems to allow for a low-cost
interface to its users through which they can monitor what particular users do, how they
communicate about problems and needs, how alterations are made by users, and what
appear to be the most urgent issues among Second Life users. Particularly,
development-related information, provided and exchanged on the platform and on
Second Life Web sites (such as the Official Second Life Blog and Second Life forums),
and the contributions themselves can guide the observation of ways in which Linden
Lab invites and supports user participation in content, front end (interface), and back
end (other source code) mod development practices.

In this view, Second Life is a particularly radical model of user participation in
digital development practices, where any John or Jane Doe or a powerful firm can
engage in mod development highlighting an environment which is home to different
levels of power, wealth and influence underlying software development,
entrepreneurship, education, philanthropy, and politics. Second Life is a firm-hosted 3D

collaborative platform where firm-users can,
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acquire, share, and build knowledge [that] dramatically impact the rate of innovation for all who
use them. [It] can change innovation everywhere. By creating a culture of experimentation,
exploration, and collaboration, [Second Life] makes radically decentralized approached, reduced
costs, and collaboration across geographic distance available to those with access (Ondrejka,
2007: 27-28).

In order to participate in all of these activities the only thing the user has to do is
to download the free Second Life installer software, register (for free or a fee) to get an

avatar, and start Second Life.

4.3.1 Entering Second Life

On 6 May 2006 I opened a free basic account to start my Second Life.”* There
were only two choices of avatars, one for each gender. These were without any flair
(and felt like marking you ‘in-world’”* as someone needing guidance (and pity), or,
conversely for immediate in-world predatory behaviour). Like everyone, my avatar
Rocketgrrrl Tripp entered Second Life via ‘Orientation Island’ which was an isolated
and ‘protected’ place where you could learn the necessary skills to actually ‘get a
(second) life’ (see Section 1.2).” Basically, you are guided through an introductory
session to learn to control the avatar’s body (so as to avoid, for example, the ‘chat
hop’™) and learn how to communicate using chat, instant message, and, more recently,
voice. From Orientation Island my avatar was sent to ‘A Welcome Area’ where I could
hang out with other newcomers (that were as badly dressed and expressed as bad
behaviour as [ initially did) and Second Life users who like to frequent the Welcome
Area. It was also my first experience with ‘lag’.”” From here you were on your own and

you could start wandering or flying around to explore the vast digital lands.

7' If you are between 13 and 17 years old you can join Second Life, but you have only access to the
Second Life Teen Grid (teen.secondlife.com). Anyone of 18 years and older automatically joins Second
Life. Users of either plaiform have no access to the other platform.

2 The term in-world is used to refer lo the situation where a user is logged into Second Life and is
represented on the platform by means of her/his avatar.

7 The interface is such that you see your avatar’s back aligning the user with the avatar’s point of view.
7 The avatar suddenly jumps up into the air when one tries to unsuccessfully open the chat window.

7 Lag means that everything in-world becomes delayed, because there are 100 many things going on at
once in a simulator, such as too many avatars wearing too much bling-bling.
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Screenshot 4-1

Orientation Island (December 2008)
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You may be on your own, but you are not alone. What is Second Life in
numerical terms?’’ Linden Lab reported on 12 December 2008 that Second Life had
16,369,485 registered users of which 1,422,041 logged in over the last sixty days,
1,038,964 over the last thirty days, 696,737 over the last fourteen days, and 524,700
over the last seven days.”™ The rest of the data presented in this section is through
August 2007.7°

By the end of August 2007 the size of Second Life encompassed 839.72 square
km of which 189.41 was the mainland and 650.31 were islands* occupied by 9,252,781
registered users of which 6,164,951 were unique. Most users reside in the US. All users

combined had a balance of L$ 3,372.848,267.*' 23,833 sells and 206,938 buys took

' Note my avatar, Rocketgrrrl Tripp in the centre.

”70On a daily and quarterly basis Linden Lab provides statistics about Second Life. See
http://secondlife.com/whatis/economy-data.php (accessed 5/12/08). Note that data is not always complete
such as values may be missing, or clear in absence of detailing followed measurement procedures.

" See http://secondlife.com/whatis/economy _stats.php (accessed 12/12/08).

 This month/year was chosen so as to overlap with the final date of my data collection period (see the
Appendix). For Linden Lab’s 8/2007 data, see http://static.secondlife.com/economy/stats 200709.xls

* Each region represents 65,536 m2 and each region is simulated on a single central processing unit.
FLUSS 1 = LS 250.


http://secondlife.com/whatis/economy-data.php
http://secondlife.com/whatis/economy_stats.php
http://static.secondlife.com/economy/stats_200709.xls
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place, and US$ 6,614,057 were exchanged. Users spent a total of 23,455,451 hours in
Second Life. According to the hours spent in-world Second Life presents a rather
gender-balanced picture, however, a completely different picture emerges when looking
at female vs. male avatar counts. Based on avatar counts the largest user group is aged
between 25 and 34 and this age bracket also spends the most time in-world. See Table

4-2 for a detailed overview of gender, age, and top ten countries profiling Second Life

users.
Table 4-2
Second Life demographics by Linden Lab (August 2007)

| Gender*  Male 174.13% (57.92%) |

| Female 25.87% (42.08%) |
Age® <=17 0.86% (0.71%)
1 18 - 24 25.97% (17.05%)

25-34 37.19% (36.15%)
| 35-44 22.28% (27.05%)
| 45+ 13.21% (18.55%) ‘
Top ten countries* ‘USA 29.12% (35.27%) i
| i Japan 7.72% (7.51%)
Brazil 7.69%  (4.08%)
: Germany 7.68% (10.15%)
| UK 6.97% (6.52%)

| France 5.22% (5.93%)

| 1taly 4.68% (3.61%)
| ' Spain 327% (3.33%)
; | Netherlands 2.89% (4.44%)
|  Canada 2.51%  (3.69%)

Source: Linden Lab (Auguéfﬁhﬂ.
“ Based on avatar count. Gender by total hours spent in-world is between brackets.
® Based on avatar count. Age by total hours spent in-world is between brackets. Note (hat age of 0.5%

(0.48%) is unknown.
¢ Based on avalar count. Top ten countries by total hours spent in-world is between brackets.

The next section provides the rationale for developing a multi-strategy research
for this study by combining quantitative and qualitative research. It introduces and
discusses the basic elements and several drawbacks of the primary data sources
(respectively, online surveys, semi-structured interviews, and online documents) and
secondary data sources (my in-world experiences, conference attendance, and empirical

data from other sources) used in this study.
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44  Diggin’ in Second Life

As a 3D platform for development user participation in Second Life, at the basic
level, means logging in to inhabit land that you and/or others are toying and tinkering
with. Although I have never owned land for over two years, I was fully immersed in
Second Life.** Most of my Second Life I spent wandering around, watched others build
(a few times I was invited to play around with building which I gave a go), went to all
sorts of openings, yard sales, lectures, clubs and shops. But mostly I met and talked to
others who frequently invited me to join them on their land. From this perspective, an
ethnographic study may have seemed an obvious choice to gather information yet this
was not pursued. Next I address why I choose not to pursue this before moving on to
outlining the multi-strategy for the research that underlies this study.

Ethnographic fieldwork can offer a descriptive account of the complexity and
interconnectedness of cultural driven practices and norms of everyday life, using
various tactics such as participation and observation (Bryman, 2004). In the context of
the Internet, ethnography has frequently been used to yield insight into online
communities and related practices (Rheingold, 1993; Taylor, 2006b; Turkle, 1995). In
considering the relationship between offline and online some have come to understand
the Internet as a new kind of space and culture, while others have approached the online
sphere in close relation to everyday life underlying debated concerning privacy,
boundaries, etc. In particular, Hine (2000) has demonstrated in her case study of a
media event that the Internet can be understood as a culture in its own right and as a
cultural artefact. As a cuiture, the unique qualities of the Internet underpinned by
particular norms and practices are articulated which deserve attention separate from life
offline. As a cultural artefact, the Internet is understood as socially shaped in production
and use in the wider context of people’s lives. Over time, however, this interplay
between online and offline people and practices has been shown to increasingly
articulate a multi-sited and social constructionist approach to Internet ethnography

associated with the Internet as cultural object (Boyd, 2008).*

*2 Until November 2007 my avatar simply lived a digital Bedouin life until a friend of mine offered me a
landing spot on the island Swissopolis.

* Most, if not all, games and/or 3D environment scholars argue that the researcher needs to be immersed
in the world s/he is investigating, however, | believe that one should not have to intentionally refrain from
using resources that are or do not occur in-world in order 1o acquire ‘authentic knowledge’ (Briuchler,
2005; Hine, 2000; Steinkuehler, 2005).
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It is my belief that Second Life is not isolated or self-contained in this regard.
For example, Au (2008) has pointed to people falling in love or doing business in
Second Life and with whom they connect in their first lives (cf. Meadows, 2008;
Rymaszewski, 2007). User participation in Second Life can, therefore, be understood as
an entwining of first (unmediated) and second (mediated) lives underpinning
interdependencies developing between the firm and users in the context of the firm-
hosted 3D platform. Therefore, doing ethnographic fieldwork seemed a good idea to
investigate the organizational and related dynamics of user participation underlying
product development on the firm-hosted 3D platform, but was dismissed for two
important reasons.

One reason was related to Linden Lab’s research policy and conducting
fieldwork at the developer firm. Initial communication with the developer firm was
rather slow which was partly due to the attention the firm received, not only in the
media, but also from academics interested in studying the online behaviours and
interactions of the individuals involved. As it has happened on more than one occasion
that private communications from users were publicly published without consent, or
anonymity, Linden Lab issued a research policy that required Linden Lab’s consent
prior to starting the project so as to protect Second Life users from potentially unwanted
observations, analysis, and essays written about them. During the process of seeking
Linden Lab’s approval to undertake fieldwork at the company and in Second Life
(which involved a six months-wait), the policy changed where one no longer needed to
obtain Linden Lab’s consent.* It took another few months before I learned that [ was
not permitted to conduct within-firm observations and was told that a few scholars were
already involved in similar extensive exercises so Linden Lab was unable to
accommodate me or provide me with the guidance it deemed appropriate.

In the meantime, I had spent a great deal of my time in Second Life and learnt
that, in the context of this study, ethnographic fieldwork was not as useful as I had
originally thought. Second Life is in a state of perpetual development which also means
that a site of observation can be destroyed, relocated, replaced, or disappear at any
given time — in addition, many sites cannot be accessed - making it more difficult to

develop systematic accounts. Also, Linden Lab developers are not often on site or

* Instead Linden Lab urged researchers to adhere to its Community Standards, Terms of Service, and to
follow its own institution’s research ethics.
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cannot be identified as such, complicating firm-user observations. Moreover, as this is
not a study per se about what users contribute but rather about the constituents and
maintenance of participation in product development, concentrating to a too great an
extent on the in-world environment of Second Life would have meant neglecting, for
example, open source contributions.

In this research, therefore, my participation in Second Life was mainly a means
to build an understanding of the workings of the platform and in-world behaviour and
other practices serving as a secondary data source (see Section 4.4.4). Continuous
diligence and awareness was sought by reflecting upon my avatar’s in-world activities
and situatedness (Lammes, 2007). Moreover, generally, if you meet someone new in-
world, your profile gets checked and so my avatar profile read “I’m an enhancer and a
player but with a critical note - I question you (yes, I conduct research in SL — don’t
hesitate to ask me about it!)”, and it also provided the URL to learn more about this
study. On many occasions users would ask me about my research interests and provide
me with tips and feedback. On other occasions the fact that I was conducting research
was acknowledged and tacitly accepted and conversations would continue. Less than a
handful of times, my avatar was bashed and told ‘to get the hell out of here’. In those
few instances, users had been approached by other researchers (often marketing
companies) and had received a stream of instant messages asking them to take part in
surveys, etc. Yet, they simply wanted to be left alone to enjoy their Second Life in peace
and quiet.

In considering the data collection and analysis methods in the context of the
study, I choose to combine quantitative and qualitative research. The value of this kind
of multi-strategy research has been much debated. Some argue against a combination of
quantitative and qualitative methods on epistemological and ontological grounds. More
specifically, one of the main challenges with such an approach is the assumption that
different methods can be compared unambiguously and regarded as equivalents in
answering research questions (Massey, 1999). However, this research is positioned with
those that acknowledge that “quantitative and qualitative research are each connected
with distinctive epistemological and ontological assumptions but the connections are
not viewed as fixed and ineluctable” (Bryman, 2004: 454; cf. Eisenhardt, 1989). Rather,

the research methods employed in this study are understood as complementary which
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means I can dovetail different aspects of the examination (Hammersley, 1996).5

This study has collected and analysed an online survey, semi-structured
interviews, and online documents to yield insight into the dynamics of participation that
underlie the firm-hosted 3D Second Life platform. Each method is a unique technique
geared to elicit a particular kind of data to address a certain aspect of the
operationalization of the principal research question underpinning the case study. The
survey was chosen as it can assist in yielding insight into the characteristics of a set of
cases and variations across cases; interviews could provide a full and rounded
understanding of particular attributes of a person (or, organisation) in the context of
other characteristics and history; and, documents were particularly useful in
highlighting (contextual) aspects of communications and interactions between
participants (de Vaus, 2002; Yin, 2003).

The research process was both deductive and inductive, starting with a more
macro quantitative analysis and moving to a more micro qualitative analysis and vice
versa (Bryman, 2004; Flick, 2006). For example, based on quantitative insights
concerning the developer firm’s response to customer support gathered from the survey,
the online document sources were rearranged so as to provide a more comprehensive
framework of learning opportunities for the developer firm. In this way, quantitative
insights were put to use to further develop the document data. Quantitative data were
mainly used to reveal relevant relationships and the strength of community participation
in user communication and creative development. The qualitative data were collected to
understand the rationale underlying those relationships. In particular, the semi-
structured interviews were a useful source of insights for the interpretation of the
quantitative evidence. Thus, elements of the quantitative and qualitative data were not
understood as a measure per se but rather they were considered as components of the
overall assessment of user participation in the context of Second Life (Yin, 2003).

By using a survey, interviews, and documents as evidence this study sought to
enhance the validity of the findings. In addition, hundreds of hours were spent
observing and interacting with others on the firm-hosted 3D collaborative platform. As
such T was exposed to a broad range of (social) experiences (Au, 2008; Meadows,

2008). Furthermore, throughout the progress of this research key informants reviewed

™ See also hitp://arts.monash.edu.aw/Icl/newmedia-in-langleam/soucres-hammersleyho.pdf (accessed
16/7/09).


http://arts.rnonash.edu.au/Icl/newmedia-in-langlearn/soucres-hammersleyho.pdf
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drafts and provided feedback. Validity was also established through constderation of the
domains to which this study’s findings may be generalized, especially, the user
participation literature in media research, in general, and games/3D environment
studies, in particular. Reliability was established through the development of a case
study protocol and the database during the data collection process (see Section 4.5).

The next sections present the quantitative and qualitative data that provide the
basis for the empirical chapters. Data were collected between August 2006 and
February 2008. Consequently, as Second Life is (at times, rapidly) progressing over

time, the views and opinions expressed are pertinent to that particular moment in time.*

4.4.1 Web-based survey

My interest in a firm-hosted 3D collaborative platform that is entirely Web-
based as are digital development practices contributed by the developer firm and users
informed my choice of selecting the online rather than the offline survey method. This
method was a means to increase the likelihood of reaching a large sample of Second
Life users that otherwise might have been geographically dispersed and difficult to track
down.?” The online survey method in comparison to the offline survey method has the
advantage of being relatively cheap. The scale can be potentially endless, and cross-
sectional and global comparisons can be facilitated. A quick turn-around is possible as
people tend to respond rapidly and the data can be directly captured and stored by the
analysis software. There are, however, some important drawbacks in employing online
surveys. Coverage error is a risk because, despite growing Internet populations, the
Internet is not evenly available in all countries (Bryman, 2004). Low response rates®
and anonymity may be troubling sources of measurement errors. Another issue is non-
response error which may be caused by factors such as the interface or other technical

problems of the survey software (Bryman, 2004; Deutskens, 20006).

%6 Some changes that are not reflected in this study include for example, the redesign of the Second Life
registration and initial user experience (February 2008-ongoing); the stepping down of founder and CEO
Philip Rosedale to take on the role of chairman (May 2008); implementation of Havok4 and Mono
(respectively, in April 2008 and August 2008); improvement of firm-user communication via the Official
Second Life Blog and forums (August 2008-ongoing), and the availability of the Second Life Viewer in
multiple languages (October 2008).

87 Due to the nature of Second Life, it was assumed that Second Life users are (at least, to a basic
standard) computer literate increasing the likelihood that users would not be inhibited from participating
in this survey.

88 Research has shown, however, that offline and online response rates, mean and range on Likert scale
responses, are rather similar (de Valck, 2005).
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4.4.1.1 Pilot survey

Prior to administering the online survey, a pilot survey was conducted in order to
pre-test the questions. The goal was to learn about questions that were not understood,
too uncomfortable to answer, and any unclear flow of questions and instructions (van
Teijlingen and Hundley, 2001). The sample was a convenience sample. I contacted the
first friend I made in Second Life, Loydin Tripp, who is well-connected in Second Life.
Tripp owns the island Lingua Franca, he has developed the island Swissopolis, and he is
the owner of the Second Life Island Region Sim Owners group. Our avatars met in mid-
2006 at a Community Roundtable Meeting.* Ever since, we have kept in touch and
frequently exchanged information about our Second Life experiences. We also met in
person in Seattle (August 2006). Tripp reviewed the survey questions and helped with
recruiting users for the pilot. He sent an announcement (containing an explanation,
suggestions for feedback, confidentiality and a direct link to the online survey) to
approximately seventy members on his friend and group list. 1 also sent the
announcement to six of my Second Life acquaintances. My goal was to obtain input
from fifteen users which, within the set deadline, was not a problem. Twenty
respondents agreed to take the pilot survey by answering all questions and by providing
suggestions for survey improvement such as concerning length, redundancy, and
omissions. As a result, a few items were revised or eliminated, and a few new questions
were developed. The survey was further fine-tuned in line with insights gained from the
online documents (see Section 4.4.3).

The pilot survey was electronically designed using Bristol Online Survey (BOS)
software that provided easy access and navigation. The respondents could answer online
and their responses were stored in a data file on the BOS server. Although the main
survey offered the chance of winning L$ as an incentive for participating, the pifot
survey did not offer this option. All respondents were aware of this but did not seem to
mind. To ensure that those who had agreed to take part in the pilot survey were able to
fill it out, the survey was online between 9 February and 12 March 2007.%° Elimination
of entries was not necessary, since all respondents completed all questions. The results

of the pilot are not used in this thesis.

¥ The aim of the Community Roundtable Meeting was 1o improve communication and feedback with
users.
% It was available at https://www.survey.bris.ac.uk/Isewebsite/pilotsecondlife.


https://www.survey.bris.ac.uk/lsewebsite/pilotsecondlife
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4.4.1.2 Main survey

The conceptual framework developed in Chapter 3, and which was further
explained in Section 4.2, informed the development of the parameters, guiding the main
categories for which data were collected. To capture user participation in digital
development practices the survey focused on the characteristics of Second Life users in
the context of the features and usage of the 3D platform. Questions were asked about
the level of user involvement, communication behaviour, creative practices, what users
contribute to, motivation for participation, leading edgeness, membership length, time
spent in-world, number of friends, and gaming profile (for the Survey on Second Life
see the Appendix, pp. 247-263). These types of questions served to link mod
development practices to participation, innovation and learning along six sets of
measures. These are presented in an overview of the survey framework in Figure 4-1,
outlining variables guiding the examination of the way users employ and relate to

Second Life and, to a lesser extent, are influenced by it.

Figure 4-1
Survey framework Second Life
Second Life demographics *  Membership type, length
*  Avalar

*  In-world hours
«  Linden Dollars (LS)

*+ Land
Second Life appeal »  Social, topical, technical
Friends *  User-user, user-firm

*  Group membership

Design + Tools
*  Features
* Usage
Information & communication *  Information provision/seeker

= Commentis

*  Opinion leader/secker
*  Support

» Leaming

First Life demographics e Gender

«  Age

! *  Counlry of residence
*  Employment, income
*  Gaming
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These constructs were operationalized with using open questions, checklist
questions, ranking questions, and five-point rating scales. The survey used an
unrestricted self-selected sample (non-probability sample) that was hosted on a paid-for
survey software company, QuestionPro, ensuring a simple interface without foreseeable
accessibility difficulties.” The survey was live between 15 May and 15 August 2007. As
it was Linden Lab’s policy not to send out messages to individual users or announce
surveys on their blog, this survey was announced on the Second Life forums
(forums.secondlife.com), the Second Life developers and scripters mailing lists, and on
my avatar profile so as to increase the scope of the sample. Users could therefore decide
for themselves whether they wanted to participate in this study or not. This volunteer
bias factor means that not every Second Life user had an equal chance to see the survey
announcement (due, for example, non-use of forums) which may have led to a bias
towards respondents with particular characteristics. Therefore, I sought to make an
informed decision about the results based on my own participation in Second Life, the
usage of multiple primary and secondary data sources and, where possible, comparison
of the results to other available survey data from other Second Life researchers and
Linden Lab, and, more generally, a few original and available studies on games/3D mod
development. In this context, the results were found to be reasonably robust (Bryman,
2004; de Vaus, 2002; Yin, 2003).

Furthermore, as studies have shown that using a monetary incentive to stimulate
response is effective in offline and online surveys, there was a draw that respondents
could enter by providing their email address at the end of the survey (Deutskens, 2006).
The incentives were paid in L$ and could be transferred to the winning respondents via
avatars in-world. The amounts were L§ 10,000 (1x), L$ 5,000 (2x), L$ 3,000 (3x), L$
2,500 (4x), L$ 1,000 (5x), L$ 500 (10x), L$ 250 (20x), and L$ 100 (30x).

By the closing date 676 people had started the survey with a 67.31% completion
rate. After examining missing data and careful cleaning 434 surveys were used for
further analysis. In order to estimate the likely size of the effect in the population, the
effect size was calculated using G*Power (Field, 2005). With the standard a-level of .05

and a medium effect size (r = .3) the sample of 434 respondents had 99.99% chance of

' Any Internet user could potentially respond to the survey. However, based on the first question, people
who answered ‘no’ to a question about their participation in Second Life left the survey via branching,
Also, a respondent was only able to fill out the survey once which was tested via her/his IP address. No
personal data or cookies were asked for, retained or stored on the respondent’s compuler.
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detecting an effect, while the chance of detecting a small effect size (r = .1) was 55%
(Cohen, 1992). Thus, a small effect explained 1% of the total variance and a medium
effect accounted for 9% of the total variance.

What do the survey results tell us about the demographics of the respondents’
first lives? The findings - similar to Linden Lab’s general statistics presented earlier,
contributing to the validity of the sample - indicated that more men than women
participate in Second Life (58.8% vs. 35.9%). The mean age of the respondents was
34.49 with a median age of 34 and a range from 13 to 68. By far the largest groups of
respondents resided in North America (58%) and Europe (32%). Nearly half of the
respondents were said to work full-time and about one-third of the respondents earned

an annual income less than US$ 30,000. These findings are presented in Table 4-3.

Table 4-3
First life demographic and socioeconomic profile
Gender® ' Male 158.8% |
, Female 35.9% :
‘Age” <=17 7.9%
| 1824 12.2%
125-34 132.3% !
| i35-44 126.7%
45+ 19.8%
Continent Africa 0.7%
Asia 4.4%
Europe 32%
Oceania 4.1%
North America 57.6%
South America 1.2% |
Professional status® . Full-time 48.4%
' | Part-time 6.2%
 Self-employed 18.9%
Homemaker 2.3%
\ Student, employed 9%
‘ | Student, unemployed 7.6%
: ' Unemployed 4.8%
Annual income* | <30,000 27%
30,000 - 49,999 117.5%
50,000 - 74,999 w 14.7%
175,000 - 99,999 110.6%
{100k - 149,999 |6%
[150k+ 15.3%

Sou;éé':-gferey on Second Life, N=434,

*5.3% of the respondents chose not to disclose her/his gender.

® Age of 1.2% of the respondents is unknown.

¢ 2.8% of the respondents chose not to disclose her/his professional status.
4 18.9% of the respondents chose not to disclose her/his annual income.
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A little over 10% of the respondents see Second Life as a game, while most of
them do not think it is a game (N = 434). Some respondents made suggestions about
how they understood Second Life, for example, as “a mix of game and social outlet —

» (13

IRC with pictures”, “an environment where games can take place”, “beta version of
Web 2.0”, “both game and development platform”, “both, it’s enjoyable like a game, but
also helps me learn to script”, and “it is a communication platform with a game
interface; therefore, it can be used as a game, but also can be used as a platform”. The
survey did ask respondents, however, about their interest in gaming, and the results are
presented in Table 4-4. The findings indicated that a moderate percentage of the
respondents play games, particularly highlighting participation in MMORPGs and

standalone computer games.

Table 4-4
First life gaming profile
v ’m'_' Everyday }1 or 2 p week ! 1or2 p month | Rarely Never
Console/video | 7.8% 14.7% 16.4% 28.3% 32.7%
‘Handheld | 3% 85% | 9.9% 29.7% | 48.8%
Standalone - 9.7% ' 20.5% 23% | 27.6% - 19.1%
'MMORPG [ 203% | 15% - 17.8% 24.4% | 32.5%
' Web-based | 4.6% 12.4% 120.5% ! 32% 30.4%
Mobllephone l 21% '48% | 9% [ 28.3% | 55.8%

Source ‘Survey on Second Life, N=434

The data also yielded insight into the Second Life profile of the respondents
shown in Table 4-5. The largest group of respondents joined Second Life in 2006
(42.6%, N

respondents were basic members and paid nothing for their participation in Second Life,

= 434). The examination of membership type revealed that 35% of the

followed by premium members who pay annually (30.4%). The mean of the
approximate account balance per month was L$ 67,616 with a range from L$ 0 to L$
12,650,000. The average monthly sales were L$ 74,589 with a range from L$ 0 to L$
4,200,000, and the approximate monthly expenditure was L$ 70,004 with a range from
L$ -10,000 to L$ 5,000,000. Furthermore, in addition to having one avatar 37% of the
respondents reported that they had created a second avatar. The mean of additional

avatars was 4.05 with a median of 2. The respondents spent on average 25.94 hours

% Half of the respondents reported not to reveal their first life identity in-world, while the other half said
they do so.
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per week in Second Life with a median of 20.

Table 4-5
Second Life profile
'..Membership type" - !Basic (DO fee)“ - -i35%
Additional basic (US$9,95) 3%
| ' Premium (monthly) 15%
1Premium (quarterly) 113.4%
v | Premium (annually) 30.4%
 Membership length 2003 3%
2004 19.2%
j 2005 19.4%
12006 42.6%
| 2007 25.8%
‘[ Hours per week | <=8 21.7% ;
9-15 23.3% ;
| 1624 16.1% |
| 12540 23%
i |41+ 115.9%

SodeéW? on Second Life, N=434.
*3.2% have a different type of membership such as ‘lifetime membership’.
4.4.2 Semi-structured interviews

A second method used in this study to gather information was through
interviews. The aim was to obtain feedback on the accuracy and validity of the survey
evidence and to gain a deeper understanding of meaningful themes, practices, and
relationships from the interviewees’ own perspectives through the collection of
qualitative firm-related information and user-related information. Technically, the
interviews were semi-structured and were conducted following interview guides that
were developed for the developer firm and for Second Life users. Questions for Linden
Lab focused on performance and management such as role and responsibilities, the
voice of/focus on the customer such as customer involvement, and the exchange of
knowledge such as leamning from peers and customers (see Appendix for Interview
Guide Firm, pp. 264-265). Questions for users focused on their ‘doings and sayings’ in
the firm-hosted 3D platform and their interactions with Linden Lab. For example, what
were their interests in donating time and knowledge in the Second Life open source
community? How did they experience meetings with Linden Lab? And, whether they
felt they were ‘heard’ by Linden Lab? (see Appendix for Interview Guide Users, pp.

266-267). These interview questions were guided by the conceptual framework and
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built on indicators highlighted in the online survey, providing insightful information to
complement and consider in interpreting the quantitative evidence.

In early 2007 two interviews were conducted with Linden Lab employees as I
had been corresponding with them about this research. However, a formal interview
request was not sent out until October 2007. An email was directly sent to twenty nine
Linden Lab employees who worked spread out over all departments at Linden Lab. Six
respondents were interviewed and others were asked internally not to participate due to
time constraints (see Appendix for Linden Lab Interviewees, p. 268). Around the same
time as the first two interviews took place with Linden Lab employees, I conducted two
interviews with Second Life users whom I had been in touch with since a Second Life
conference (August 2006). The recruitment of four other interviewees was informed by
random in-world encounters. Also, I recruited interviewees based on recommendations
by Linden Lab employees and/or others users, and, in the context of the Second Life
open source community, names of interviewees were derived from the Second Life
wiki. In the case of a Linden Lab recommendation, a ‘notecard’ was sent in-world, and
in the case of user referral, an email was sent to which all four interviewees (including a
member of the Teen Grid) positively responded. In the case of the open source
community, a message was sent internally via the wiki and by using Internet Relay Chat
(IRC) to eight contributing mod developers of whom four agreed to be interviewed. In
total fourteen interviews with Second Life users were conducted (see Appendix for
Second Life User Interviewees, p. 268).

This volunteer bias factor of recruitment of interviewees is a drawback as it is
likely that particular types of users may have donated their knowledge and time to this
study which may be reflected in a somewhat idiosyncratic outcome of the analysis. On a
similar note are the differences in data quality. Some interviewees were very open and
went the extra mile such as providing me with links to specific discussions on JIRA or
forums, or made introductions, whereas a few others seemed a bit wary and concerned
about jeopardizing their friendly relationship with Linden Lab. With these limitations in
mind, however, and my in-world participation, mixture of primary and secondary
methods, and existing research guiding the analysis presented here, I am confident of
my findings.

Interviews were conducted face-to-face, in-world, via Skype, phone, and AOL

instant messenger (AIM). In the case of in-world and AIM interviews, transcriptions
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were immediately available as they were conducted in the form of written chat, the
others were transcribed. Interviews lasted between one to three hours. Prior to the
interview participants were explained the research process and agreed upon allowing
me to use their input in this study. Confidentiality turned out to be a non-issue (Kvale,
1996). Furthermore, several informants reviewed, commented on and checked the drafts
of the empirical chapters they contributed to, thereby contributing to the validity of the
study (Yin, 2003).

4.4.3 Web-based documents

The third method employed constituted an analysis of online Second Life-related
documents. Various kinds of documents exist that can serve as data sources, such as
personal documents (both in written and visual form like diaries and photographs),
official documents such as reports, mass media outputs such as newspapers, and
Internet document sources such as online forums and mailing lists. Documents can
provide evidence of human interactions (Bryman, 2004; Frederiksen, 2006). The
analysis of documents is an unobtrusive way to investigate such interactions in contrast
to talk and speech. In particular, when examining processes of production and usage,
documents can be a fruitful source for generating an understanding of, for example,
how a certain practice in the social world is formed (Prior, 2006). It is important to
determine the quality of documents by criteria such as authenticity, credibility,
representativeness, and meaning (Bryman, 2004). However, the verification of these
criteria for online data is less straightforward for reasons such as dealing with unknown
(identity of the) authors and omitted citation sources. Therefore, continuous awareness
and diligence is necessary involving checking and making informed decisions to
include or reject ‘flawed’ documents.

In this research, Internet sources offered insight into what Linden Lab and users
considered significant and insignificant on the firm-hosted 3D collaborative platform.
Online Second Life-related sources were, therefore, important tools for the analysis of
user-user and user-firm communication. In other words, firm-user interactions
represented in documented exchanges were investigated and drew out the ‘sayings and
doings’ of contributors to the 3D collaborative platform. Several topics and innovative
practices that were discussed online were highlighted and opportunities for learning

could be distilled (especially in the cases where Linden Lab had implemented
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suggestions or innovations contributed by users). The overall objective of this
component of data collection was to present a rich illustration of Second Life-related
practices with a particular aim to highlight what Linden Lab could learn from
interacting with, tracking and analysing users’ discourses about the community’s topics
of interest (Jeppesen, 2004; de Valck, 2005).

Second Life-related resources could be retrieved from (and, in some cases,
supplied to) several principal Linden Lab-hosted Web sites: lindenlab.com;
secondlife.com;” secondlifegrid.net; wiki.secondlife.com; and jira.secondlife.com. The
Linden Lab Web site provides information about Linden Lab, its management structure
and key personnel, a Second Life ‘in-the-news’ section, a company press kit including
white papers, and a job seekers section. The functionalities of the Second Life Web site
encompass general information about Second Life, several showcases, the community
environment, the blog, and support pages. The Second Life Grid provides information
for organizations that are interested in an in-world presence, such as about purchasing
land, statistics and demographics, and API programs. The Second Life wiki serves as an
archive and means for contributors to outline detailed instructions, projects, etc. The
wiki offers, for example, the open source portal, the quality assurance portal, and the
Linden Scripting Language portal. JIRA is a third party tool and is a (beta) issue
tracking project management tool for Second Life.” Its main purpose is to serve the
community’s open source endeavours by having users participate by submitting
particular issues like bugs and feature requests.

These Web sites issue a lot of data including podcasts, instruction manuals,
events announcements, discussion forums, and links to, among others, user-run virtual
newspapers and fan fiction. Because this research was particularly interested in online
documents that yield insight into firm-user dynamics, I chose to concentrate on the most
comprehensive, interactive, public and (seemingly) widely used documents: (1) Official
Second Life Blog; (2) Second Life forums; (3) Second Life mailing lists; and (4) JIRA.
A selection was made omitting several forum threads and mailing lists that were
deemed less, or not, relevant to this research such as ‘real life meet-ups and events’,
‘shopping’, and ‘SL volunteers and education’ (see Appendix for Overview Documents,

p. 269). Note that all documents that could be found in the ‘Second Life in the news’

% Note that teen.secondlife.com serves the 13 to 17 year old users, however, with no full access and this
site, to a certain extent, being similar to secondlife.com, it has been excluded from further investigation.
™ JIRA, developed by Atlassian, is not an acronym.
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section on lindenlab.com were collected and mainly used as secondary data sources. In
cases where sources are cited, a reference is made to the live URL where the document
can be retrieved (see especially Chapters 5, 6, and 7).

In order to analyse these data sources an archive had to be created which
constituted of single digital documents. For example, each forum thread was separated
by first post and comments to allow for the investigation of information provision and
seeking. Accessing and downloading all these information sources was 1ot an option (as
it is abusive of Linden Lab online properties). The most efficient manner was to create a
single copy of the online information and store it in a database back end. Therefore, a
threaded Web download script was created using the Ruby scripting language. This
script used built in timing mechanisms to ensure that the load on the Linden Lab servers
would not create too many simultaneous requests and ensuring that each message was
only downloaded once for storage.

Rather than crawling the Web sites, the scripts incremented the thread
identification looking for links and copied 1,457,776 messages. The script then parsed
the HTML of each message and stored all the relevant metadata such as username, date/
time stamp, message body, etc. into a MySQL database.” After the data was rechecked
for accuracy another script was used to produce targeted lists with specific attributes
such as forum names, user names, and date ranges. Since the database contained a near
complete snapshot of all online Linden Lab data, specific fields could be matched
together in post processing. These files were then transferred to a specially built
database in FileMaker Pro for further coding and analysis (see Appendix for Second
Life Database, p. 270). Records imported covered the period between November 2002
and December 2007.

4.4.4 Secondary data sources

As indicated in the previous section online news documents that have covered
Second Life have been archived by Linden Lab. Those news documents were collected
for this study and served mostly as background information or for cross-checking
purposes. Data were collected between January 2002 and December 2008 and stored in

the database that was developed for this research.

% Downloading the Official Second Life Blog used a slight variant of the forum script. The JIRA back
end was downloaded as a series of XML files and parsed using this format. The mailing list was
downloaded as a series of mbox files (a standard for mailing list archival) and processed for information.
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Furthermore, at the beginning of Section 4.4 1 addressed the role of my
participation and observations by means of my avatar Rocketgrrrl Tripp in Second Life
which served as a secondary data source. One important reason for this was that Linden
Lab employees tended not to be much in-world® - with exceptions such as the
occasional community manager, scheduled office hours and other in-frequent events®” —
and, therefore, Second Life itself was not the most suitable place to see and learn about
users and Lindens in (inter)action. In addition, Second Life was very fragmented,
consisting of many pieces of (scattered) land and islands, where not everything was
accessible nor was it possible to keep track of what was going on or changes made. For
example, one day you would come across a complex build and the next day the land
would be cleared and abandoned. The first three months I logged in on a near daily
basis for one to three hours. After this initial period I logged on once or twice a week in
the early moming or late evening to cover multiple time zones and spent each session
anywhere between thirty minutes up to two hours in Second Life.

[ also attended several conferences and workshops. The Second Life Community
Convention in San Francisco in August 2006, PICNIC’06 in Amsterdam in September
2006, a workshop New Media Knowledge in London in October 2006, DIGRA Situated
Play in Tokyo in September 2007, the OECD-Canada Technology Foresight Forum on
the Participative Web in Toronto in October 2007, Faculty Seminar on Virtual Reality at
USC in February 2008, and the Metaverse U Conference in Second Life also in
February 2008. At these conferences and seminars, I attended presentations by a variety
of Linden Lab employees and Second Life users (regulars, business owners, and big
name brands that set up shop in Second Life) and field notes were taken. I was also a
member of two Second Life research groups, namely the 2007 Second Life Market Data
Project (with several US firms including Turner Networks), and the Second Life Project
Group at the Japanese firm Hakuhodo Foresight.

As this research centres on only one case study, I have sought to consult and
collect survey results from other Second Life researchers and those released by Linden

Lab as a means of validating my survey results. Moreover, thirteen semi-structured

% More specifically, some Lindens that are in-world tend not to make their presence known. For example,
developers do not want to be disturbed when they are testing code so their avatar’s last name would not
be Linden, making it harder for users to recognize that they are dealing with a Linden Lab employee.

%" Available documents in the form of transcripts were also collected concerning in-world firm-user
meetings/gatherings, that is, office hours, town halls, and community round table meetings. These
occasionally served to cross-checking findings.
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interviews following the same interview guide were conducted at software developer
Valve Inc. (Seattle, 2006) and a similar online survey (fitting FPS) was dispersed among
gamers of Valve’s Steam platform (N = 113). In addition, I also conducted semi-
structured interviews with nine employees of the new media department of BBC Radio
1 (London, 2006) to examine the impact of new media on the organization and its usage
of Second Life and other social networking sites to draw in listeners. The findings of
those activities confirmed that several issues raised in this study about Second Life were
not ‘unworldly’ and may be indicative for the wider games and 3D software industries,

and perhaps the wider media sector.

4,5  Rezzing Second Life

The results of the online survey, interviews and document analysis provided the
basis to analyse, or ‘rez’® in Second Life jargon, the case study. The objective of the
data analysis process was to create a link between the data and the conceptual
framework. This was done by making sense of the empirical data by relating the
empirical indicators to the theoretical concepts, and by checking the validity of the
findings. The overall analysis used the following main tactics: descriptive and
correlational, and cluster analysis and exploratory factor analysis for the quantitative
data, and a thematic analysis for the qualitative data.

Some basic statistical analysis was conducted to describe and explicate the
survey results. Particularly, the functionalities of the design space were presented using
descriptive and correlation techniques (see Chapter 6). Cluster analysis is a technique to
group individuals based on their responses to several variables, while factor analysis
refers to various techniques that aim to identify groups or clusters of variables based on
people’s responses to those variables.” For this study, a hierarchical clustering method
that served to identify the number of clusters was employed which was followed by a

non-hierarchical K-Means clustering method. This technique was used to analyse user

** To rez means to create or make an object appear in Second Life by using the toolkit or by dragging it
from the inventory (Rymaszewski, 2007).

% Three important uses for the factor analysis are to learn the structure of a set of variables; to develop
and evaluate tests and scales; and, to reduce or simplify complex data sets (Pallant, 2005). Note that
different viewpoints exist about what constitutes the various types of factor analyses. In particular, factor
analysis and principal component analysis have been compared in terms of the employment of
communality estimates. See for an overview Field (2005) and Kline (1994).
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participation patterns and communication behaviour on the firm-hosted platform guided
by four classification variables (respectively, length in-world visits, design capabilities,
information retrieval and supply; see Chapter 5).

Principal Component Analysis (PCA) was selected in order to examine
correlations between variables. More specifically, the analysis aimed to learn which
linear components could be found in the data and what a specific variable contributed to
that component (Kline, 1994). This technique assumes that the sample used reflects the
population and, therefore, the conclusions are limited to the sample, making it difficult
to generalize the outcome (unless multiple samples are used revealing a similar factor
structure to strengthen external validity which is a point for future research (cf. Field,
2005).'® The following steps were followed to conduct the analysis using SPSS. First,
the suitability of the quantitative data set was assessed by considering the sample size
and ratio of subject items, using the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy
and Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity. Second, several factors were extracted by considering
eigenvalues and the scree plot. Third, factors were rotated and interpreted so as to
calculate to what degree variables loaded onto extracted factors.'”' Fourth, the reliability
of the scale was tested using Cronbach’s « to check whether it reflected the construct it
measured. The analysis assisted in the detection of underlying structures of information
and communication practices of Second Life users (see Chapter 7).

In order to gain a deeper understanding of user participation in mod
development practices it was important to examine the context of, and latent structures
underlying, the explanations and interpretations of user participation in Second Life.
The interview and documentary data were used to ‘tell the story’ of Second Life
throughout the empirical Chapters 5, 6, and 7. The analysis of these data yielded many
insights into “the ways that people organize and forge connections between events and
the sense they make of those connections” in the context of mod development on the
firm-hosted platform (Bryman, 2004: 412). This form of narrative analysis “link[s]
personal experiences to organizational experiences narratives allow[ing] us to study
organizational reality as constructed and transformed by its actors” (Garcia-Lorenzo,

2004: 47). In Second Life’s case of perpetual development, this method was particularly

19 Although a probability sample is recommended for PCA, the sample used in this study generated
survey results with enough variance. Therefore I was confident to perform this type of analysis,

‘I The term factor tends to be used to refer to output, strictly speaking however, the outputs for PCA are
components.
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helpful because it emphasizes continuity and process, highlighting the users’ sense-
making of their roles as participants with different stakeholders that are embedded in
dynamic relationships involved in the mod phenomenon underpinning the firm-hosted
3D platform (Bryman, 2004; Reissman, 2004). As my analysis focuses on the
connections among the users’ accounts of their experiences, the findings tend to ‘stick’
to the case study, making it difficult to generalize the results (cf. Flick, 2006).

The qualitative data analysis focused on the content or meaning of what was said
(or written) rather than on how it was conveyed. Rather than using, for example, words
and paragraphs as units of analysis as is common in quantitative content analysis, this
study identified common elements reported by research participants across qualitative
data (cf. Haythornthwaite and Gruzd, 2007). This resulted in the organization of the
qualitative data into themes and sub-themes (Fereday and Muir-Cochrane, 2006;
Reissman, 2004). This was achieved by the development of categories and a coding
scheme (see Appendix for Coding Scheme, pp. 271-275). Given my aim to validate and
extend the conceptual framework for this study, initial sets of codes were developed
based on my conceptual framework which is informed by the theories discussed in
chapter 3.' However, the framework was expanded as themes emerged during the
analytical process which required a new category or sub-theme such as ‘education’ and
‘machinima’ (cf. Bryman, 2004; Kvale, 1996).

Documents and interview transcriptions were coded, checked and rechecked
throughout the coding process for consistency. The analysis was facilitated by the
FileMaker Pro database which functioned as a ‘living document tool’, grouping all the
qualitative evidence into a file structure organized according to the theoretical issues
guiding this research (see Chapter 3). The software assisted in developing a protocol,
analysing and cross-checking themes across content, and developing counts of, for
example, information providers versus commentators (see Chapter 7).'” This
organization of the data helped me to keep track of the context in which observations
had been said or written which otherwise would have appeared to be fragmented
(Bryman, 2004).

This analytical method was made more robust by adopting Yin’s (2003) tactic

towards constructing validity by using multiple data sources, establishing operational

12 These codes correspond to the themes of the survey and interview guides.
193 Several quantitative aspects were investigated using this database (see Chapter 6).
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measures, and having key informants review drafts. It also provided a basis for
establishing the external validity of the results enabling me to generalize the outcomes
to established theoretical domains and the reliability of the study so that the study could
be repeated by reanalysing the protocol and database developed for this research. The
process of making sense of the results of the data analysis invoived identifying
relationships between the themes and coding categories, exploring the properties of user
participation in mod development and the different dimensions of learning
opportunities, and uncovering underlying patterns of firm-user interactions. During the
analysis and writing process, the concepts and theories emerging from the evidence
were compared with, and interpreted in the light of, my initial assumptions and the
results of existing research. This allowed me to check for affirmations and contradictory
findings (Eisenhardt, 1989). The approaches to the quantitative and qualitative data

analysis led to the new theoretical insights which are set out in Chapters 8 and 9.

4.6 Conclusion

In developing this research design, this study has sought to strengthen
methodological frameworks employed in previous research by combining quantitative
and qualitative elements to examine firm-user dynamics and learning opportunities that
may benefit product development. First, attention was drawn to the operationalization
of the research questions and working hypotheses that guides the research design in the
context of the conceptual framework presented in Chapter 3. This was followed by
outlining the rationale to gather quantitative and qualitative data by using Web-based
surveys, semi-structured interviews, and Web-based documents, and discussing several
drawbacks such as using a single case study and recruitment of interviewees. Lastly,
various quantitative and qualitative analyses were highlighted that tested different
aspects of the propositions guiding this research.

Chapters 5, 6, and 7 present the empirical investigation of user participation in

the commercial setting of Second Life.
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Chapter 5 Participation & mod development

I’s a new dawn, it’s a new day, it’s a new life for me

- The Roar of the Greasepaint - The Smell of the Crowd'™

5.1 Introduction

This chapter begins the empirical journey to unravelling user participation on the
firm-hosted platform. The empirical investigation is guided by the following working
hypothesis that was outlined in the conceptual framework (see Chapter 3) and

operationalized in the research design (see Chapter 4):

Hl Users on the firm-hosted platform 3D platform are likely to participate in mod

development.

H1 guides the examination of participation patterns of the developer firm and
users in Second Life by relating disparities between user participation and Second Life
membership to the organization of Linden Lab, highlighting the issue concerning the
professionalization of user participation in product development. The design capabilities
construct informs this analysis. In particular, attention is drawn to the motivations and
membership types of Second Life users in the context of commerce.

This chapter is structured as follows. Section 5.2 introduces the design
capabilities as a unit of analysis. Section 5.3 draws out the development of Second Life
from inception to the contemporary platform of creativity, community, and
collaboration. Insight is yielded into the underlying drivers for users to join Second Life
and six membership clusters based on several participation characteristics are
developed. This is followed by the examination of Linden Lab and mod developers in
the context of entrepreneurship in Section 5.4. The chapter ends with some concluding

remarks in Section 5.5.

' Leslie Bricusse/Anthony Newley, Feeling Good, The Roar of the Greasepaint - The Smell of the
Crowd (Merrick/Delfont/Liff, 1965).
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5.2  Design capabilities

What are the qualities of user participation? What do users participate in and
why do they donate time and labour? More importantly, who are those users that
participate on the firm-hosted platform? The literature review presented in Chapter 3
has provided only sparse insight into these questions. User participation has tended to
be approached in terms of cultural qualities - especially with a tendency to overestimate
creative capacities and contributions of users and underestimate qualities of design and
use -, needs, and, often, outside a commercial framework. This chapter seecks to
illuminate several aspects of user participation in the context of commercial and non-
commercial contributing developers on the Second Life platform which is guided by the
design capabilities as a unit of analysis underpinning H1 (see Section 4.2). The design
capabilities are idiosyncratic of particular participation patterns of mod developers and
the developer firm that are (simultaneously) operating in the same designed space of
Second Life, linking user participation and Second Life membership to the organization
of the developer firm.

By using interview, Web-based survey and document data this chapter
empirically investigates several qualities of user participation in Second Life. This is
achieved by the investigation of the appeal of Second Life and analysing particular
individual usage characteristics and communication behaviours of the respondents
which lead to the development of six Second Life users profiles. Furthermore, the
investigation of the design capabilities draws attention to ways that the organization of
the Second Life platform resonates with Linden Lab’s organizational characteristics and
internal culture. More precisely, both Linden Lab and Second life users are guided by
processes of distributed design and distributed decision-making where people create,
collaborate, and most importantly, are passionate about what they do. It catapults the
issue of the professionalization of mod development onto the research agenda beyond
dichotomous play/labour debates (see Section 3.2.3).

The next section begins to untangle user participation in Second Life. It kicks
off with an analysis of interview and online document data to yield insight into how

Second Life was conceived and developed into the platform we now know today.
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5.3  Your World. Your Imagination.™

Second Life is the result of a series of course changes. In 1999 Linden Lab
began working on a hardware feedback device (‘haptics’) that would enable users to
fully immerse in virtual reality. In order to demonstrate this device (such as to potential
investors) a virtual environment called ‘Linden World’, with task-based games was
built. Linden Lab abandoned the device when it figured that Linden World had more
potential, guiding the firm’s choice to gear up towards a more lucrative opportunity of
developing a software-based virtual environment. In retrospect, it can be said that
Linden World was the first version of Second Life. The format of the 3D environment-
to-be was set during a board meeting in 2001, when a number of people started building
their own things such as snowmen. Those inputs marked what was going to be the most
compelling aspect of Second Life: having people build and contribute their own
creations in real time. So, rather than forging an objective-driven and gaming
orientation as was common in other gaming and 3D software contexts, Linden Lab
shifted its goals towards an user-created and community-driven platform. Jim, a
software engineer at Linden Lab, points out the importance of user participation in
Second Life.

So from that point onwards, the whole of Linden Lab is very aware of the debt we owe 10 the
people who are actually making stuff. [ mean seriously, the Second Life platform is, you know, a
fairly adequate piece of software that allows people to make all this cool stuff, and so there was
an incredible awareness from very early on in what the users and residents of Second Life know,
and what they can contribute.

Jim, 12/1/07, p. 2)!*

This ‘epiphany’ encouraged ten Linden Lab employees or so to work on
transforming the Linden product into an avatar-based platform that allowed users to
engage in building, and eventually, scripting activities. One year later, the alpha version
of Second Life was up and running. In November 2002 Second Life entered a closed
beta testing phase and was opened up to users that were interested in assisting Linden
Lab with platform development. Those ‘early mod developers’ (or, arguably lead users;

see Section 3.4.2) offered a hand in building and testing various aspects of the platform.

15 The date refers to when the interview was conducted and the page number to the interview transcript.

See Appendix for Interview Guide Firm, pp. 264-265, and Linden Lab Interviewees, pp. 266-267.
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In those days Second Life was basically a large shared sandbox where, for example, it
was possible to edit and move other people’s avatars around. These user contributors
were at the forefront of in-world content creation, collaboration, and community
building, and caused and/or witnessed Second Life’s first encounters with, among
others, combats and cheats such as ‘Weapon of Mass Destruction’.'%

On 23 June 2003 Second Life was released to the general public.'” It was
Linden Lab’s expectation that with an increase in content, Second Life would become
more interesting for different kinds of users. In other words, it was the view of Linden
Lab that the initial Second Life users were so-called ‘early adopters’ with a rather
advanced skill level, but that, when time progressed and features were added, the more
average mod developers would join, followed by casual users that would participate in
consumption rather than development practices. However, users did not exactly flock to
Second Life. One important means to draw in users was by granting users intellectual
property rights over the things they created. Another change was to replace a
subscription-based model with a variable pricing model whereby users pay in
proportion to the size of land they use.'® These changes rang in Second Life with its
own sets of social norms, laws, and markets, as we now know it (Ondrejka, 2007).

In 2004 Linden Lab steered the direction of platform development towards in-
world entrepreneurship conditioned by the Linden Dollar (L$). This resulted in an
influx of users and an increase in monthly monetary exchanges between users. But it
really was the year 2006 when Second Life made many media headlines which, in many
cases, was marked by the entry of multiple first life businesses. Adam, journalist for

Reuters, describes how Reuters came to Second Life.

This all got started when the Reuters CEO met the Linden CEO at a conference. [...] So a couple
of months later they came to me and asked me first, if you have ever heard of this Second Life
thing. And I said yah. But I never tried it. They said well, we wanl to open up a bureau there.
Cover it like any other economy. And the idea seemed a bit outlandish at first but the more that 1
kind of looked into it, it really is a pretty good fit just because Second Life is an emerging
economy just like a developing country in the real world. If it was just a video game, we
wouldn’t be there but because there is a real economy, because there is a real currency, because
people own the concept that they create, it becomes possible for us to kind of cover this like we
would a country in the real world.

(Adam, 19/01/07, p. 3)

1% See http://www.fudco.com/habitat/archives/000059.html (accessed 9/06/08).

197 See http://www.sfgate.com/cgi-bin/article.cgi?file=/chronicle/archive/2003/06/23/BU124130.DTL
(accessed 30/03/08).

'% See http://secondlife.convland/pricing.php (accessed 19/12/08).


http://www.fudco.com/habitat/archives/000059.html
http://secondlife.com/land/pricing.php
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By 2007 Second Life offered a home to roughly 11 million users that exchanged
about US$ 8 million per month.'® This steady increase in users and money may perhaps
partially explain the number of firms such as Cisco and IBM that sought to develop an
in-world presence for reasons such as marketing, training, experimentation, and
collaboration.® Another attractive incentive may have been Linden Lab’s decision to
open source the Second Life Client in that same year. Linden Lab reported that,
although there were no libraries or extensive manuals and the like in place at the time of
writing, the firm has received an increasing stream of user-developed contributions for
integration in the Second Life platform (see Sections 6.3.2 and 6.3.3).

Overall, the development of Second Life from inception to its current status has
shown continuous growth. Table 5-1 summarizes this development by number of users,

US$ exchanged per month, and number of Linden Lab employees.

Table 5-1

Second Life timeline

— __‘r&'!{‘.??' ofusers US§ per month  Number of Lindens
1999 !

2000 - 5
2001 - - 10
2002 145 - 20
2003 2743 - 25
2004 18,876 5,000 40
2005 123,438 500,000 60
2006 53,000,000 5,000,000 100
2007 11,000,000 8,000,000 220

Source: USC Faculty Seminar on Virtual Reality, Episode 2, Second Life, 12/2/08 by Cory Ondrejka.

With the growth of the user base and the broadening of mod development
opportunities Second Life has had its fair share of controversies. Despite Linden Lab’s
wish to refrain from platform governance, occasionally it had to interfere and make

particular operational changes to its policies such as regarding age verification,""' sexual

' Note that the number of registered users does not equal active users (that is, according to Linden Lab’s
logs users that have logging in over the last 30 days) and tends to be somewhere between 500,000 and
1,000,000 users. See http://secondlife.com/whatis/economy_stats.php (accessed 19/12/08).

"% This information was based on conversations with Christian Renaud (Cisco) and Roo Reynolds (IBM).
""" The age verification issue is related to Linden Lab’s policy to separate adults from teenagers (<= 17)
by maintaining two separate platforms. In its execution, however, this system was not watertlight so now


http://secondlife.com/whatis/economy_stats.php
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ageplay,'” and wagering'"® (which, in many cases, received user protests). Despite these
concerns and other daily occurring incidents,'' Second Life seems to offer a spatialized
real-time platform where all kinds of users from all over the world can interact with
others, engage in creative activities (of a commercial and non-commercial nature), and
can belong to various communities at once.

This section has begun to yield insight into Second Life by providing an
overview of the formation of Second Life. Based on the analysis of survey data several
aspects that concern the x-factor of Second Life are examined so as to yield insight into

what draws people to Second Life.

3.3.1 Million$ of reason$

Various studies have sought to examine user motivations underlying their
participation in innovation, in general, and mod development, in particular (see Section
3.4.2). In the innovation and open source literatures user participation has been found to
be motivated by e.g. needs and costs (Lakhani and von Hippel, 2003); career
advancement (Lemer and Tirole, 2002); reputation (Raymond, 1999; West and
Gallagher, 2006); firm recognition (Jeppesen and Frederiksen, 2004); and, intrinsic
values related to the practice of innovating such as fun and learning (Jeppesen, 2004;
Shah, 2006). In the context of a few MMORPG studies, gamers may be motivated by
factors such as social interactions, escapism, learning, and achievement (Schultheiss,
2007; Yee, 2006). A study on user involvement in developing videogame cheats showed
that gamers produce (and use) cheats for reasons of expertise, power, and play
(Consalvo, 2007). Game modders seem to have a particular interest in enhancing or
personalizing the game play, hacking, acquiring knowledge, creativity, and
collaboration (Sotamaa, 2004); in addition, modders have been found to be driven by
challenges encountered during the modification process and peer recognition (Behr,

2007; see Section 3.2.3). What are the motivations of Second Life users?

users can voluntary undergo an age verification process {by providing a one-time proof of, for example, a
driver’s license) if they want to access mature content. However, concerns have been raised about the
disclosure of personal information, cheats, etc. See hitp://blog.secondlife.com/2007/12/05/age-
verification-enters-grid-wide-beta/ (accessed 11/06/08).

"2 Sexual ageplay concerns sexualised portrayals of seemingly underage avatars which was discontinued
as it was opposed to Second Life’s Community Standards (and illegal in several countries). See
http://blog.secondlife.com/2007/11/13/clarification-of-policy-disallowing-ageplay/ (accessed 11/06/08).
'3 See http://blog.secondlife.com/2007/07/25/wagering-in-second-life-new-policy/ (accessed 27/10/07).
' See http://secondlife.com/support/incidentreport.php for Linden Lab’s daily incident report including
types of violations and actions undertaken by Linden Lab.


http://blog.secondlife.com/2007/12/05/age-
http://blog.secondlife.eom/2007/l
http://blog.secondlife.com/2007/07/25/wagering-in-second-life-new-policy/
http://secondlife.com/support/incidentreport.php
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A study (2007) on psychological engagement and gambling among 657 Second
Life users revealed that 52.5% (N = 345) of the respondents use Second Life for fun or
excitement purposes (Ortiz de Gortari, 2007). Furthermore, respondents expressed an
interest in creating and building in-world (N = 320, 48.7%); the chance to meet a wide
variety of people (N = 306, 46.6%); the permanence of the virtual environment (N =
189, 28.8%); relaxation (N = 148, 22.5%); escapism (N = 144, 21.9%); boredom (N =
65, 9.9%); and, anonymity (N = 41, 6.2%). Similar results were reported in a study
conducted among 500 Second Life users (de Nood and Attema, 2007). Out of 18
statements, fun was reported to be the number one motivation for users to participate in
Second Life (N = 376), followed by meeting people from across the world (N = 356),
making friends (V= 329), being creative (N = 273), and to learn (N = 273).

For this study the appeal of Second Life was measured in terms of social,
topical, and technical aspects (see Section 4.4.1.2). The survey questions asked about
relationships (‘I can enjoy social interactions with others’ and ‘I can help others with
building, scripting, and texturing’), escapism (‘I can pretend to be someone else’),
creativity (‘I like to build, script, and/or texture’ and ‘I can modify Second Life Open
Source’), peer recognition (‘I can build a reputation’), and innovation potential (‘It is
innovative’ and ‘I like that we can retain intellectual property rights’).""* The findings

are presented in the Table 5-2.

Table 5-2
Appeal of Second Life

Why-does Second Life appeal to you?

I can enjoy social interactions with others

It is innovative

I like to build, script, and/or texture

I like that we can retain intellectual bfbpéﬁy rights

[ can build a reputation

I can help others with building, écripting, and texturing

I can pretend to be someone else

.1 can modify Second Life Open -SO;]I'CG

Source: Survey on Second Life, N=434.
* Values range from -5 (Statements, |=strongly agree; 5=strongly disagree).

!> See the Appendix for Survey on Second Life, pp. 247-263.
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These results appear to be consistent with the other studies. The mean outcomes
show that Second Life attracts users that are interested in the platform’s offerings of
sociability and, in particular, in-world creativity. For instance, Strife, a user interviewed

for this study sums up his reasons for participation:

Interests: socializing, scripting, building.

(Strife, 4/12/07, p. 6)

Second Life can also mean an escape from first life physical disabilities, social,
financial, and other constraints. Another user, Adeel who suffers from cerebral palsy

and is on disability, describes why he is in Second Life:

I am very lonely in Rfeal] L[ife]. When I go out to social events.. or help like after the
hurricane Katrina I meet people and they have their own worlds and 1 am like a meteor floating
in space. After helping, everyone went on their way and lefl me behind. And [1] went to Active
Worlds. People were so “indifferent” and cold. I find SL to be more friendly. This is my main
Gorean set, [ would like to learn how to make money here..

(Adeel, 11/06/07, p. 8-9)

A well-known teen user explained that his interest in Second Life is driven by
creative endeavours. From a very early age, Mike has developed a keen interest in pixel

design. The first time he heard about Second Life, however, he did not sign up because

it was then for adults only.

So all of a sudden two years later, I am looking for buildings because I like to draw things [ see
in pixel. And all of a sudden I saw this 3D picture of a building that a teen made and 1 was like 1
want to do that. So then got myself an account. And the first day I signed on, 1 was like there is
other people walking around. I was like wow.

(Mike, Teen Grid, 14/11/07, p. 2-3)

For Garrett, another interviewee, Second Life offered the opportunity to explore
alternative means to conduct his business as an interactive and interface designer.
Because he had been in software development for over a decade he had developed a
pragmatic (and, a somewhat cynical) approach to new technologies. Yet, his attention
was drawn to the complexity of the interface and user experience of Second Life which

could support (showcasing) his skills and improve his business.
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The need to get the word out and at the same time an increasingly acceptance by clients to
receive their work digitally and not ever physically meet, as well the growth and pervasiveness
of broadband and my desire to work in an international marketplace led me to consider another
method of communication.

(Garrett, 11/07/07, p. 1)

The findings presented in Table 5-2 also show that, in accordance with the
prospect of content creation, intellectual property (IP) ownership is deemed a relatively
appealing feature for user involvement. Scores, however, concerning escapism and
advanced creativity (that is, open source), lean towards neutrality which also confirms
earlier findings. The advanced creativity result may be partially explained by the timing
of this survey which was conducted roughly five months after Linden Lab’s
announcement of open sourcing the client software and a blossoming community had
not been established yet. Another reason may be related to advanced skills and know-
how that users need in order to mod the client code which are not all-round capabilities
that the majority users tend to have (von Hippel, 2005; Behr, 2007). If we consider the
respondents’ attitudes towards escapism, we can also take a closer look at whether
respondents revealed their first life identity to other Second Life users. The results
showed that 50.2% of the respondents (V = 434) do not reveal their first life identity.

The survey also asked respondents to rank six items concerning the appeal of
Second Life in order of importance. The results are presented in Table 5-3. Again, social
interactions followed by user creativity were considered the most important aspects for
participation in Second Life. Making money and purchasing behaviour ranked after the
relatively importance of visual appearance of one’s avatar and/or home, and attending
in-world activities. A Kendall’s W Test was performed to examine the strength of
agreement between respondents (X7 (5) = 389.618, W= .186, p<.001) (see Appendix for
Appeal of Second Life: Rank, p. 276). The result was significant indicating little

agreement among respondents in ranking the statements in order of importance.



111

Table 5-3
Appeal of Second Life: Rank

Rank in order of importance  Mean (V=420 1
. Socializing with other members - ey -
Creating things s
Visual appearance of avatar/l‘lz)me : - 7:;3? N B
Attending in-world events 3.97 J
Making money S u‘ S 37_”99 - :
Buying items for;;r;;ar/land I 4 7:7 :

Source: Survey on Second Life, N=434.
* Values range from 1-6 (Statements, 1=highest; 6=lowest).

In sum, Tables 5-2 and 5-3 have indicated that users are drawn to Second Life
for mostly social and creative motivations. But who are those users that participate in
Second Life?

5.3.2  The many lives of Second Life

Second Life is mostly praised for its generative features that inform the dynamic
relationship between user participation as input and user innovation as output. This
generative capacity is a quality that thrives on unexpected and unfiltered modifications
and contributions made by all kinds of users (Zittrain, 2008). In order to learn more
about those contributing users I consulted approaches of several (mostly non-empirical)
studies that have concentrated on user participation in online communities (see Chapter
3). These tended to indicate orientations such as a ‘lurker/poster’ dichotomy (or,
passive/active participation) (Rheingold, 1993), location of consumption practice (Cova
and Cova, 2002; Li and Bemoff, 2008), and social and topical involvement (Crowston
and Howison, 2005; Kozinets, 1999).

Furthermore, several studies that have focused on games/3D environments
developed gamer taxonomies based on player styles in multi-user dungeons (MUDs)
(Bartle, 1996); gamers’ individual traits and friendship in MUDs (Utz, 2000); gamers’
relations to the rules of the game (Salen and Zimmerman, 2004); and, possible
relationships between game design and play styles (Sotamaa, 2007a). Yet, there does not
seem to be one typology of ‘the’ user-as-participant nor what her/his particular
participation patterns are in the context of the firm underpinning online product

development. Moreover, none of these studies seem to have provided a systematic
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empirically grounded investigation into the ways users may participate on the firm-
hosted platform, what they may contribute, and how and with what frequency they may
interact with others.

For these reasons, the empirical investigation of Second Life users presented in
this study resulted in a topology of Second Life memberships that were profiled against
the following participation qualities: participation patterns, communication behaviour,
and several general user characteristics (cf. de Valck, 2005; Wiertz and de Ruyter,
2007). Based on survey data four classification variables were developed, respectively,
duration of in-world visits, design capabilities (building, texturing, scripting, open
sourcing), and information retrieval and supply, that served as input for the cluster
analysis. More specifically, in-world visits (Hrs) provided insight into the average
duration of weekly Second Life visits; building (B), texturing (T), scripting (S), open
sourcing (V) are considered to be the main formats to contribute to mod development
practices underpinning the development of the Second Life platform; information
retrieval — 1.e. read blog (Rb), forums (Rf), scripters (Rs)/developers (Rd) mailing list,
open source (Ro)/linden scripting language (RI) portal, in-world group messages (Ri) -
and information supply — i.e. post blog (Pb), forums (Pf), scripters (Ps)/developers (Pd)
mailing list, open source (Po)/linden scripting language (Pl) portal, in-world group
messages (Pi) - yield insight into participation in interactions concerning Second Life.

First, a hierarchical clustering method was employed as an indicator for the
number of clusters to be used in the non-hierarchical clustering method.!"® The latter
method is considered to be less myopic and better able to withstand irrelevant variables,
outliers, and the distance measure deployed than hierarchical clustering methods (Field,
2000). The hierarchical cluster analysis used Ward’s Method, using the squared
Euclidian distance measure.''” Based on the outcome of the hierarchical cluster analysis
and in accordance with previous research, four to eight cluster solutions and order
solutions were executed during the non-hierarchical K-Means clustering (de Valck,
2005). Information concerning multicollinearity, standardized distances between final
cluster centres and mean values of final cluster centres, assisting in the interpretation of
the clusters can be found in the Appendix (Cluster Analysis, pp. 277-278). The six-

cluster solution was preferred. In doing so, this solution should not be understood

"¢ This is a non-overlapping method that assigns an object to only one cluster.
""" The Ward minimum variance method of clustering joins cases by minimizing the variance within each
cluster (Field, 2000).
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normatively rather, it provides a wider, richer, and systematic understanding of the
various elements underpinning participation qualities in the context of the firm than
previous studies have accounted for. Table 5-4 presents the unstandardized mean values

of the clustering variables.

Table 5-4

Second Life user profiles

15% 26% 17% 9% 11% 22% ANOVA®

Twink Newb Pro Power Facilitator ~ FExperience F
rezzer broker (p-value)

Hrs" 2 ) 2 4 4 3 o3 48996 7
B¢ 2 3 1 1 2 1 51.034
T* 2 4 2 1 2 2 34.805
S 2 4 2 2 2 4 76.698
\'A 3 4 4 3 4 5 27.182
Rb! 2 3 2 1 1 2 43.983
Rf 3 3 3 2 1 2 38.567
Rs! 3 5 4 2 4 5 132.737
Rd* 3 5 4 2 5 S5 101.924
Ro* 3 5 4 3 4 5 67.380
RI 2 4 3 2 2 5 122.101
Ri¢ 2 3 [ 1 1 1 33.074
Pb* 4 S 4 3 3 4 39.104
P 4 5 4 3 2 3 80.942
Pse 4 5 5 3 5 5 81.804
Pd° 5 5 5 3 5 5 81.019
Po* 5 5 5 4 5 S 55.697
Pr° 5 5 5 3 5 3 74.872
pi 4 4 2 2 2 3

44.192
* N=434. F-values printed in bold are significant (p<.001).

" Hrs=Average in-world hours per week. Values range from 1-5 (1=<=8; 2=9-15; 3=16-24; 4=25-40;
5=41+),

¢ B=Build; T=Texture; S=Script; V=Viewer open source. Values range from 1-5 (1=I do it repeatedly; 2=I
have; 3=I would like to; 4=neutral; 5=I would never do it).

¢ Rb=Read Official Linden Lab Blog; Rf=Read Second Life Forums; Rs=Read Scripters Mailing List;
Rd=Read Developers Mailing List; Ro=Read Open Source Portal; RI=Read LSL Portal; Ri=Read in-
world group messages. Values range from 1-5 (1=everyday; 2=once/twice a week; 3=once/twice a month;
4=rarely; 5=never).

¢ Pb=Post Official Linden Lab Blog; Pf=Post Second Life Forums; Ps=Post Scripters Mailing List;
Pd=Post Developers Mailing List; Po=Post Open Source Portal; Pl=Post LSL Portal; Pi=Post in-world
group messages. Values range from 1-5 (l=everyday; 2=once/twice a week; 3=once/twice a month;
4=rarely; 5=never).
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Each cluster represents a particular Second Life user membership according to
her/his participation patterns and communication behaviour on the Second Life

platform.

Twink. The first cluster groups 15% of the respondents. Each week, these users
spend 9 to 15 hours in Second Life. They have used tools to build, texture, and,
particularly, script, and they have an interest in modding the Second Life Viewer.
Furthermore, the respondents are rather passively involved in platform communications
by mainly retrieving information that is provided on the blog, forums, mailing lists, wiki
portal, and in-world. The blog, Linden Scripting Language (L.SL) portal, and in-world
group messages are read on a weekly basis, whereas the other communication means
are less frequently read (only a few times per month). This group hardly ever supplies
information to the Second Life community. If they do participate in information supply,
it tends to be on the blog (via comments), forums, scripters mailing list, and in-world
group messages.

Newb. The second cluster contains the largest group of respondents (26%). They
spend weekly 9 to 15 hours in Second Life and are potentially interested in engaging in
building activities. There is no pro/con attitude towards the other tools for creative
endeavours. The respondents’ communication behaviours indicate that they are not
actively involved in the community. The forums and in-world messages are only read a
few times per month and contributions are seldom made to in-world group chats.

Pro. The third cluster accounts for 17% of the respondents. These Second Life
users tend to be more actively involved than users of the first two clusters. They spend
between 25 to 40 hours per week in-world, where they repeatedly engage in building
practices. Particularly, scripting activities have also been performed. The respondents
are heavy users of the in-world messaging system. On a daily basis messages are read
and a few times per week messages are supplied. The forums, however, are used only
on a monthly basis where a similar amount of information is retrieved and supplied.
They are not active readers of the blog, but do comment once or twice a month. The
LSL portal is read a few times per month, whereas the mailing lists and the open source
portal hardly ever get read. Contributions to these channels are not made.

Power rezzer. This is the smallest cluster containing 9% of the respondents.

These users also spend 25 to 40 hours per week in-world. Building and texturing are
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their core activities. They have engaged in scripting and would be interested in
contributing to open sourcing Second Life. From their communication behaviour, it can
be gathered that this group of users is an active bunch that is highly vested in Second
Life. The respondents are ‘power users’ in their behaviour of both retrieving and
supplying information. In-world messages are read on a daily basis. The forums,
scripters and developers mailing lists and LSL portal a few times a week, while the blog
and open source portal are read once or twice per month. Power rezzers also supply
information. A few times per month they contribute to the blog, forums, mailing lists,
and LSL portal. '

| Facilitator. The fifth cluster is the second smallest group and groups 11% of the
respondents. Facilitators spend each week 16 to 24 hours in-world. Stmilar to the first
cluster, these Second Life users have engaged in building, texturing, and scripting
activities yet do not seem to have a particular dis/interest in open source. Their
communication patterns are quite different however. The respondents show a strong
interest in the communal aspects of the Second Life community by reading the blog,
forums, and in-world messages on a daily basis. To a lesser extent, information is read
on the LSL portal, scripters mailing list, and open source portal. Information is also
supplied to those channels, however, on a less frequent basis; once or twice a week
contributions are made to the forums and in-world messages, and a few times each
month, comments are made to the blog.

Experience broker. The final cluster constitutes 22% of the respondents. Each
week users spend 16 to 24 hours in Second Life. Building is their main activity, while
some experience with texturing is reported. No particular dis/interest can be detected in
scripting, yet no ambition seems to exist for these users to contribute to open source
activities. Users of this cluster are fairly engaged in reading (mostly) in-world group
messages, the blog and forums. Information is also supplied but less frequently than it is
retrieved. Monthly contributions are made to in-world messages and the forums, while

the respondents rarely comment on the blog.

A further examination of the cluster solutions on several additional variables was
conducted as a means to enhance user membership profiles.
A crosstabulation of gender and the six clusters was performed so as to yield

insight into whether a difference in gender among clusters was statistically significant.
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The crosstabulation has a chi-square value of X* (df = 5 and N = 411) = 33.766, p<.001)
indicating that there is a significant association between selected gender among the six
user types. In the first five clusters men outnumber the women, however, there are more
women among the experience brokers. This may indicate that women prefer a type of
communication behaviour that seems especially directed towards the community,
namely the blog, forums, and in-world messaging. The smallest difference (in %)
according to gender is for the newb cluster. Assuming joining Second Life is not gender-
biased, this finding may indicate that men and women have similar initial exploratory
engagements (before settling on particular practices). In addition, the variables year of
registration, membership type, land ownership, age, income, monthly expenditures,
monthly sales, and monthly account balance were used for further profiling the six
membership types.'"® Table 5-5 presents the unstandardized mean values per variable

and the ANOVA to test for significant differences between the clusters.

Table 5-5

Second Life user profiles and membership characteristics

15%  26% 1%

7 9% 11% R 22"0_ - ANOVA"
Twink Newb Pro Power  Facilitator Experience Sample F
rezzer broker mean (p-value)
Y 381 426 359 358 350 379 379 7361
Memb® 3.39 2.16 3.39 3.42 3.60 343 31 9.864
Land® 3.09 4.55 2.65 2.71 2.75 2.54 320 13.947
Exp' 2.60 2.15 3.19 3.14 3.35 341 291 11.431
Accb? 2.65 2.12 3.06 3.51 3.37 3.18 2.87 10.051
Sales" 1.95 1.32 2.44 2.56 2.69 2.35 2.11 23.045"
Agel 34.61 35.81 34.29 31.39 29.94 36.61 3449 3.098

*F-values printed in bold are significant (p<.01).

b Welch F-values printed in bold are significant (p<.01).

*Yr=Year of registration. N=434. Values range from 1 to 5 (1=2003; 5=2007).

¢ Memb=Membership. N=434. Values range from 1 to 6 (1=basic, free; 2=basic, $9.95; 3=premium,
monthly; 4=premium, quarterly; S=premium, annually; 6=other).

® Land=Land ownership. N=434. Values range from 1 to 7 (l=own land; 2=own island; 3=rent land;
4=former land owner; 5=former island owner; 6= 0 own/rent; 7=other).

f Exp=Approximate expenditure per month (LS$). N=393. Values range from 1 to 5 (1= <200; 2= 201-
1000; 3= 1001-3000; 4= 3001-10.000; 5= 10.001+).

® Accb=Approximate account balance per month (L3$). N=366. Values range from | to 5 (1=<500; 2=501-
3000; 3=3001-10.000; 4=10.001-30.000; 5=30.001+).

" Sales=Approximate sales per month (L$). ¥=373. Values range from | to 4 (1=<0; 2=1-1000; 3=1001-
20.000; 4=10.001+).

iN=429.

"% Levene’s test for monthly sales/income was < .05. Only Welch F for sales was significant and reported.
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The results of the one-way between-groups ANOVA with post-hoc tests reported
significant effects of the variables on the six membership clusters (see Appendix for
Membership Clusters, p. 279). Respectively, year of registration (F (5, 428) = 7.361,
p<.001, @ = 0.24); membership (F (5, 428) = 9.864, p<.001, w = 0.96); land ownership
(F (5, 428) = 13.947, p<.001, ® = 0.36); age (F (5, 423) = 3.098, p<.001, 0 = 0.14);
approximate expenditure per month (L$) (F (5, 387) = 11.431, p<.001, o = 0.35);
approximate account balance per month (L$) (F (5, 360) = 10.051, p<.001, @ = 0.33);
and, approximate sales per month'® (L$) (Welch F (5, 139) = 23.045, p<.001, o =
0.4)."* This additional information makes the six profiles rounder and deeper.

The results of year of registration indicate that of all the clusters newbs have
joined Second Life most recently. These newbs also tend to have an ‘additional basic’
account, while the respondents of the other clusters appear to have a type of premium
account. The mean values of land ownership indicate that the respondents, (except
cluster two that consists of former land owners) tend to rent land. The monthly average
expenditure seems to be linked to those membership types where users spend the most
time in Second Life, that is, pros, power rezzers, facilitators, and experience brokers.
Furthermore, the account balance scores seem to be consistent with the developed
profiles in that newbs have the lowest account balance, while the power rezzers have
the highest which seems to support their full-on participation in mod development
practices. However, power rezzers do not have the highest mean value for approximate
monthly sales; rather facilitators have the highest mean value. A strong overall
involvement in mod development practices (and, in this case of power rezzers, an
interest in open source) therefore, does not necessarily seem to equate to, or translate
into commercial activity (see Section 3.4.2).

This draws attention to the organization of interdependent relationships
developing between multiple spheres of economic activity that underpin the firm-hosted
3D platform which have received insufficient attention in the literature. The aim of the
following section, therefore, is to connect the organization of the developer firm to mod
development. It investigates the complexities of crossover labour processes on the firm-
hosted platform indicative of the professionalization and commercialization of user

participation in Second Life.

"% For sales the homogeneity of variance assumption was broken, therefore the Welch F was used.
'20 Year of registration and age have a small effect. Land ownership, expenditure, account balance, and
sales have a medium effect. Membership has a large effect (Field, 2005).
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5.4  Digital entrepreneurship

In March 2008 Linden Lab announced its Second Life Brand Center initiative. It
describes a set of Second Life trademark guidelines for ways that users are allowed to
promote their contributions in terms of developments and skill sets, without implicating
Linden Lab’s endorsement.'”! In a rather explicit way that is aimed at distinguishing
Linden Lab from the creations of Second Life users, Linden Lab explains its new
trademark policy as a commitment to ‘protect’ the Second Life brand and reputation.'*
This policy is indicative of the many complexities of juggling user involvement and
control that the firm faces when it invites users to engage and tinker with the product on
a commercially developed platform. In other words, the boundaries of the developer
firm are very much in flux, drawing attention to Linden Lab’s organization and
management of labour processes. This section yields insight into the developer firm and
the developer community as entrepreneurs by highlighting work arrangements that
bring to light aspects of professionalism of user participation in mod development on

the firm-hosted platform.

5.4.1 The developer firm as employer

Linden Lab’s mission statement, referred to as ‘Tao of Linden’, describes the
principles underlying the attitude and approach towards being employed at the
developer firm.'” Working at Linden Lab stresses, among other things, the freedom to
choose what to work on; transparency and openness; no hidden agendas and office
politics; taking pleasure in work; and, to do all that with style.'* This devotion towards
employee participation in employment arrangements suggests an entrepreneurial
outlook concerning work. Running and nurturing Linden Lab in this way goes back to
the firm’s early days when it was still a small start-up.

In those days, Linden Lab consisted of a handful developers and an office
manager. Some had already worked at other companies and, based on those encounters

with corporate culture, they sought to avoid particular negative experiences. One of the

12 See http://blog.secondlife.com/2008/03/24/introducing-the-second-life-brand-center/ (accessed
27/03/08).

122 See http://secondlife.com/corporate/brand/index.php (accessed 2/03/08).

'3 See http://blog.secondlife.com/2006/11/06/the-mission-of-linden-lab/ (accessed 29/03/08).

124 Tbid.


http://blog.secondlife.com/2008/03/24/introducing-the-second-life-brand-center/
http://secondlife.com/coiporate/brand/index.php
http://blog.secondlife.com/2006/ll/06/the-mission-of-linden-lab/
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upsides of being a small-sized company was that the hierarchy could be (relatively) flat,
allowing input and decision-making from all Lindens. Internally, discussions could be
held about what kind of attributes of the ‘Linden culture to be’ would be desirable. At
the same time, they had to take into account whether these ‘work ways’ could be
sustained over time and, for example, could be applied to a firm that would increase in

size. Linden Lab came up with four goals that were to seed Linden Lab’s culture:

+ to maintain a flat hierarchy;
+ to make Linden Lab a fun place to work;
+ to refrain from ideas of ownership of (bits of) code; and

+ to have no meetings, or as few meetings as possible.

In fact, since those early days, Linden Lab has prided itself in its effort to give
all employees the chance to opt-in by their choice to commit to and execute outstanding
job tasks. The practice of opting-in is based on volitional commitment. Linden Lab has
developed a near hundred percent commitment to having employees (‘Lindens’) choose
what to work on (cf. Hamel, 2007). Having Lindens set their own strategic direction, as
envisaged by founder and former CEO Philip Rosedale, reveals a strategy whereby
everyone employed at Linden Lab should think and behave like an entrepreneur. This
practice of enfrusting Lindens to opt-in comes with the expectation that they choose
work wisely and execute it. In other words, Lindens are held responsible for carefully
selecting work out of outstanding job tasks according to their own skill sets and
preferences for particular tasks, and they are held accountable for successfully
accomplishing a chosen task. With this practice of distributed entrepreneurship, it is not
a surprise that Linden Lab appeared on the 2007 list as one of the most democratic
workplaces in the world.'®

With over 200 Lindens employed worldwide, Linden Lab operates a distributed
office structure. This means that people can work remotely, and may or may not
frequent Linden Lab’s headquarters in San Francisco. The largest group of ‘remote
Lindens’ is constituted by the ‘Liaisons’ that are official Linden staff working client-
faced by providing in-world help to Second Life users. One of the interviewees, Torley,

who made the transit from early Second Life user to community management to product

** See hitp://www.worldblu.com/scorecard/list2007.php (accessed 17/02/08).


http://www.worldblu.com/scorecard/list2007.php
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manager, has never set foot in Linden Lab’s offices:

I’ve never met them in person... yet! I sure feel part of Linden Lab though, because it is a
philosophy unto its own. My perspectives on existence and such have always been pretty lateral,
so I'm very happy to be working at such a seemingly unorthodox company.

(Torley, 18/1/07, p. 12)

A practice that strengthens bonds between scattered Lindens like Torley, and
enforces Linden Lab’s commitment to openness and transparency among Lindens, is
what is called ‘Achievements and Objectives’ (As & Os). This is a weekly email sent
out by Lindens to the rest of the company, containing what they are working on and
what their goals are by reporting As & Os for that particular week. It is not very likely
that the majority of Lindens sift through all these weekly emails, but the interviewees
consistently reported reading the ones sent out by colleagues that work on tasks that are
of a direct interest or concern.

Another mechanism for Linden Lab to organize work can be evidenced in a third
paﬁy tool JIRA (see Section 4.4.3). It is used to communicate, manage, and organize
asynchronous tasks, projects, and documents underlying product development.
Internally JIRA is mainly employed in support of active development practices, while
externally (or, client-facing), it is predominantly used as a means to gather feedback
from Second Life users. In other words, JIRA provides an overview of all outstanding
and performed tasks, bugs, and other issues, guiding Lindens on a daily basis to enter
and pick tasks underlying Linden Lab’s internal operations. '

Second Life itself is also regarded as an important tool that effectively deals with
geographical and organizational constraints allowing (dispersed) Lindens to collaborate
and communicate. More specifically, Linden Lab employs its own product platform to
build and maintain its culture among its various (and dispersed) teams. The central role
of within-firm deployment of Second Life, however, may not be obvious to a new
Linden. It would not be the first time that a new hire mistakenly assumes that sharing
the same office equals a physical meeting rather then logging onto Second Life (see
Section 7.4.1). The platform provides open and certain closed areas for Lindens which

are frequently used for, among other things, meetings, presentations, and job interviews.

' Every week Lindens cast their vote on unresolved issues they deem worthwhile which results in a
ranking system that guides the (de)prioritization of particular issues (see Chapter 7 for JIRA discussion).
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For example, Brett, a Web content editor at Linden Lab, was hired after his in-world
interview:
I actually literally went out and bought like an avatar suit. You know, because you want to make
a good impression and I didn’t know if that was necessary or not but 1 figured, you know, 1’1l
lean towards the conservative just to be on the safe side. And so I did that and I had the actual in-

world interview. This was before voice. [...] So it was all text chat. The in-world experience
interview was with two people that I now work with pretty much on a daily basis.

(Brett, 13/11/07, p. 7)

So Linden Lab not only develops Second Life but also inhabits its product or
design space for various firm-related tasks. In this view, Lindens often (albeit, at times,
in different vicinities) rub shoulders with mod developers. In the previous section
attention was drawn to profiles of Second Life users, but what kind of people work at
Linden Lab? Smart, Creative, Energetic, and Passionate (SCEP) people are the qualities

that Linden Lab looks for when hiring people.

The reality right now is that for the most part it is pretty decentralized. | mean the idea is that
you as a contributor, any individual worker there, bring whatever talents or skill sets that they
hired you for to the table and you seek out. You know it’s very transparent.

(Brett, 13/11/07, p. 13)

Almost everything here is your own initiative, the timid need not apply lol.

(Blue, 22/10/07, p. 7)

It is not unheard of that applicants are interviewed eight to ten times. Moreover,
similar to other developer firms, engineers have to undergo a ‘programming test’
focusing on algorithmically complex problems as part of the hiring process (cf. van der
Graaf, 2008). The point of these tests is not so much about having applicants come up
with the right solutions, but rather Linden Lab seeks people that find such complexities
‘irresistible’ and are capable to justify choices made and program languages chosen. Job
seekers applying for various permanent and temporary positions can stem from the
Second Life community and elsewhere. For example, one of the Second Life
community interviewees was commissioned by Linden Lab to work on the setup of

Orientation Island.
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It’s a job on the side, very much or rather a hobby that pays. 1 can’t downgrade the research or
teaching work 1 do because I’ getting § from Second Life. That’s all based on time spent, it’s
not something that’s possible to really leave off or do part-time. I know quite a few of the Linden
Lab people. 1 have been to their Second Life Views thing etc. and I think the Orientation Island
team just don’t have the manpower, so I think Torley suggested me to them.

(Seifert, 6/12/07, p. 5)

Despite many applications, Linden Lab finds it hard to attract people with the
right combination of qualifications, that is, with exceptional skills and/or a really good
resume and who fits the Linden profile. Not only does Linden Lab compete with other
firms like Google, but also with the Second Life community at large. For example, there
are over 3,500 businesses that have set up shop in Second Life, the execution of which,
in various capacities, may depend on skills possessed by other users (cf. Ondrejka,
2007). This has resulted in all kinds of Second Life-related jobs, varying from
contracting to full-time positions that may, by some users, be considered more attractive

or suitable than working for Linden Lab.

54.2 The developer community as employer

From the six membership types that were discussed in Section 5.3.2, Second
Life can be said to offer a plethora of creation opportunities where users with different
levels of skills and know-how can participate.'”” Regardless of incentive and skill to
participate in mod development, users (as individuals and as collectives) can make their
mods and/or skills available (for free or a fee) for others to copy, rework, use in Second
Life. Such practices suggest opportunities for entrepreneurship and highlight the ways
employment can be organized among mod developers on the firm-hosted platform.

Second Life, in many cases, offers a site where users rez, or show each other
objects and development. This act of showcasing can be understood as a communicative
(and aesthetic) experience and is pivotal for in-world interactions. Rezzing is akin to a
handshake in the first world. Showing work to others means sharing an understanding
of the roads that were travelled to arrive at the current path. Mike (Teen Grid) recalled a
situation where he was on some land watching newcomers at work. Soon he learned
that they were trying out for ‘Skoolaborate’ which was an Australian initiative that used
Second Life as a means to engage students in collaborative leaming experiences. Mike

sent in his buildings and got the job.

127 The way Second Life as design space is organized is discussed in the Chapter 6.
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He almost thought I was an adult. He didn’t understand. Yah. Pretty nice. [...J | am getting paid
like two grand. [...] They really want me to help them out, get started off in Second Life because
Tam like the little guru kid. They kind of want to help me out getting a business started.

(Mike, Teen Grid, 14/11/07, p. 4-5)

Mike hopes to establish a limited liability company that works with first life
companies interested in moving their business to Second Life.'”® One example of an
already established company is The Electric Sheep Company (TESC). Its founder,
Sibley who was interviewed for this study, had an interest in building a communication
platform where social interactions could blend with ecommerce. Second Life seemed a
good match. He hired someone in 2005 to set up the company and in 2006 committed
himself full-time. Within one year TESC had twenty-five employees who were mainly
preoccupied with offering in-world professional services for clients such as advertising
and public relations agencies.'” The company’s relationship with Linden Lab is highly
regarded, not so much in terms of supporting what companies TESC launches in Second
Life may so benefiting Linden Lab, but rather in terms of pushing the boundaries of the

platform.

We talk to [Linden Lab] several times a week. [...] How much work would it be to do this? When
is this feature coming out? And then just generally being in touch with what is going on. We try
to steer away from this but there occasionally are projects where we go and are jointly with the
client in some cases, specifically asking Linden Lab to roll out a particular feature a little bit
sooner so we can use it if it is really critical for a particular project. [...] If it is a feature that is
not at all on their road map, then they in theory might do it for pay but in practice they won’t
because they are totally busy. But usually it is something they wanted to do. It is a matter of just
moving it up to be done sooner.

(Sibley, 13/10/06, p. 12)

Other interviewees reported not to have benefited from such a form of
‘favouritism’. An explanation may be related to the size of the project (that is, money),
or, more likely, to the tremendous growth the platform experienced alongside the
recognition of professional standards of running a business like Linden Lab. In
particular, when technical aspects fail and Linden Lab does not prioritize the issue, this
dependency of mod developers on the developer firm becomes very apparent. For

example, Garrett explained that his client-facing and paid-for project ‘Swissopolis’ was

128 See also hitp://online.wsj.com/public/resources/documents/info-VIRTUAL 0803.html (accessed
14/06/08).

12 Note that TESC had about 100 employees by the end of 2007, but as a result of a restructuring had to
let go of 22 employees. See http://blogs.electricsheepcompany.com/giff/?p=497 (accessed 12/05/08).


http://online.wsj.com/public/resources/documents/info-VlRTUALJ3803.html
http://blogs.electricsheepcompany.com/giff/?p=497
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extremely delayed because he found no immediate response and/or action by Linden
Lab regarding several technical issues such as developing the largest terra form ever
attempted in-world, namely the Matterhom at Second Life scale. It was built as part of a
highly trafficked set of islands with embedded premium first life brands rather than
concentrating on a single brand. It would have been a first if the project had received a
more adequate response from Linden Lab which would have prevented rising costs (and
delay in income) that directly impacted the labour process. For example, there was no
longer enough money to hire skilled builders and scripters for an extensive period of
time which would have promised a quicker turn-around in delivering the project. In the
mean time, Linden Lab launched Bay City which was built with the same strategy in
mind, and now has become a rather strong competitor.

Employers that wish to attract hires for various paid and unpaid jobs, varying
from employment arrangements of a more temporary nature to full-time positions, also
tend to fish in the Second Life user pond. In so doing, they compete with Linden Lab
and many small and large-sized, first and Second Life-based entrepreneurs in search of
talented mod developers. Generally, job openings and service offerings tend to be
announced in a dedicated section on the Second Life forum, in paid-for advertisements
in-world, or by referral such as via in-world groups and friends. Tedd, an open source
developer from Norway, joined Second Life to check out its technology and dabble in
some business opportunities. He was not interested, however, in learning yet another
programming language instead he was interested in the idea of building a Second Life

server and via an email list came across a group of like-minded individuals.

1 really started to feel the need of programming again because two weeks without programming
must be a record or something [...] So I joined them basically just on the IRC channel asking
what they needed help with. [...] And they said that they needed scripting. I had some experience
with writing some script engines before so 1 started on that. [...] And I think within a week or
something then they had given me membership in the core group or something because the
amount of code that [ was delivering was too much to put into the project, so that is the
acceptance limit or threshold to accept new members [...].

(Tedd, 12/02/08, p. 10-11)

This open source initiative became known as OpenSimulator Project (or,

‘OpenSim’), operating on the Second Life server-side with the aim to make Second Life
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interoperable with other 3D environments."® OpenSim does not accept financial
donations (nor pay its contributors), rather it serves as an entity where people can
donate, for example, licensing rights so that developers have extended licensing rights
for using some tools, making it commercially friendly underlying entrepreneurship (see
Sections 6.4 and 7.4.3.1).

Similar to Linden Lab’s interest in potential hires, mod employers seek to select
the right person for the job not purely based on skills and experience, but also on her/his
personality. As employers tend to deal with remote workers they have never met and
who, In many cases, are only known by their Second Life name, personality is an

important attribute. Garrett explains:

What [ have come the conclusion of, with all these people, the same conclusion they all come to
is that what we’re really looking for now is the temperament, the personality. That we can build
on. Because if you don’t got that, it doesn’t matter if you have the skills. You can’t be trusted, or
you’re not disciplined, you’re not responsible.

(Garrett, 5/12/07, p. 91)

Furthermore, mod developers do not only use Second Life as their object of
work and/or the environment they work in, but the platform also serves as their
preferred means of communication with their peers; especially, chat, instant message,
and more recently, voice assist them in the organization of work."”*' Second Life also
supports the infrastructure of commercial endeavours allowing users to transfer money
via the internal micro payment system. Because of its speed and low cost it is often
preferred over Paypal or international bank wire transfers. Another tool provided and
employed by Linden Lab is JIRA. The mod developers community uses the client-side
of JIRA as a means to report bugs and, to a lesser extent, request features. While it
notifies Linden Lab of submitted issues, JIRA also helps the wider mod developers
community in communicating other contributors’ interests and issues which may inform
mod developers to support entered issues by casting their vote. The type of call and
eloquence of discussions may not only make a stronger case to Linden Lab indicating
what actions to prioritize but may also lead to opportunities for mod developers to

collaborate (see Section 7.4.3).

130 See hitp://blog.secondlife.com/2008/07/08/ibm-linden-lab-interoperability-announcement/ (accessed
11/07/08).

13! Interviewees also reported using external communication means such as Skype for video and voice
conferencing, and IRC seems to be the main channel for open source developers.
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This section has drawn attention to work arrangements at Linden Lab and within
the mod development domain. Linden Lab’s internal organization can be said to reflect
the firm’s dedication to user participation in product development. Both Lindens and
Second Life users operate ‘entreprencur-like’, work the same space, use, in many cases,
similar tools, and in their activities are part of a collaborative effort to make the firm-
hosted 3D platform a better and more enticing place that is adjustable to each person’s

liking.

5.5 Conclusion

This chapter has examined the creative capacities of users and their
contributions to product development in the commercial setting of developer firm
Linden Lab. The analysis was designed to enhance our understanding of user
participation on the firm-hosted platform. By drawing out the design capabilities as the
unit of empirical scrutiny Second Life membership was related to the within-firm
organization of Linden Lab with the aim to highlight particular qualities of user
participation.

Linden Lab was introduced as a developer firm that has embraced and fully
mtegrated user participation in its overarching strategy, highlighting a ‘break’ with a
more traditional perspective on the vertical organization of within-firm development
activities. The analysis showed, however, that Linden Lab’s initial interest was a
technological orientation which changed direction over time. By 2002 Linden Lab had
set on the alpha version of the user-centred 3D environment Second Life, thereby
showing early signs of user creation, community building, and collaboration. Crucial in
the development process to popularizing Second Life, was Linden Lab’s abandonment
of the practice to own the IP of user-generated content and to replace a subscription-
based model by a variable pricing model. In a little under ten years Linden Lab saw its
product and company grow from a small to a medium-sized software service platform
that, on a daily basis, handles roughly half a million users.

By the examination of work arrangements at Linden Lab and within the mod
development domain this study has sought to move beyond the (narrow) focus on the
culture of mod development per se associated with user participation in the context of

firm. The findings begin to unravel the complexity of user participation on the firm-
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hosted platform, catering to both the developer firm and mod developers. Both the
developer firm and mod developers tend to look for new talent in Second Life and deem
someone’s skills important but the results suggest personality, even more so, as is an
entrepreneurial (and accountable) approach to work. Both the developer firm and mod
developers are developers and users of the tools and technologies, and seem to benefit
from the platform and community for commercial and non-commercial reasons.

So, whereas some evidence does point to a strong likelihood that users may
develop an entrepreneurial approach towards their own participation in Second Life
underpinning the rapidly growing in-world economy, the findings indicated that most
users are less motivated by monetary rewards relative to other drivers to join Second
Life. In accordance with earlier research findings, the analysis showed that the main
reasons attracting users to Second Life were three-fold: social interactions, creativity,
and the innovation potential.

In order to yield insight into the prevalence of users drawn to this 3D platform,
and particular capabilities that characterize these users, a two-step cluster analysis was
conducted. The analysis resulted in six membership profiles that were based on
individual participation patterns, communication behaviour, and several additional
variables, that is, year of registration, membership type, land ownership, age, income,
monthly expenditures, monthly sales, and monthly account balance. They are presented
in Figure 5-1. The development of six user profiles suggests that nuances exist among
users. Although this outcome should not be taken normatively, it does provide a
systematic, broader and richer understanding of the various qualities that underpin
participation in the context of product development practices (than, for example, a
more dichotomous approach discerning between participating and non-participating
users). Based on those findings, the theoretical perspective guided by HI is partially
disconfirmed and further developed.'*

" Chapters 6 and 7 present empirical findings that complement and further develop this line of
investigation set out in this chapter.
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Figure 5-1

User participation profiles of Second Life users
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The findings presented in this chapter reveal a strong interdependence between
the developer firm and mod developers. As a result, the (distributed) organizational
design and the practice of user participation are viewed as two complementary sources
underlying product development. In other words, a dynamic tension between emergent
and designed properties among the developer firm and mod developers is emphasized.
This dynamic between top-down and bottom-up expressions of product development,
between institutional design and emergent practices, makes the issue of professionalism
of user participation explicit. In fact, what is at stake is not so much the investigation of
user participation in mod development practices in ter