2nd Life HTMLs

3 April 2008

Title: 

So I Married an Avatar. By: Holahan, Catherine, Business Week Online, 00077135, 2/15/2008
Database: 

Business Source Premier

So I Married an Avatar 

Section: Top News 

INTERNET 

Couples today are meeting, dating, and mating online, and using increasingly sophisticated matchmaking services to find the perfect spouse

Shava Nerad's wedding was a dream. The blue sky that kissed the dome of the ornate gazebo where she tied the knot on Feb. 9 was painted with an impressionist's brush. Her dress was speckled with rubies. Her self-composed vows were filled with passion. "In this life and the next I am yours," she wrote. "You are my second life."

The promise is especially fitting, given the setting of the ceremony. Nerad, a 48-year-old resident of Somerville, Mass., got married in Second Life, a virtual world where people interact with others online through computer-generated avatars [BusinessWeek, 5/1/06]. Nerad chose Second Life for her wedding backdrop in part because she and her fiance, Matthew "Fish" Fishman, bonded over their shared love for the virtual world and used Second Life to stay in touch, despite travel and other commitments, during their 18-month courtship.

Virtual Courtship

Fishman, a 3D graphic and performance artist, also makes part of his living by building virtual events -- including weddings -- for brands and individuals in the game. "On a number of occasions when we were apart, we would use Second Life to feel close to each other because it is an immersive experience," says Fishman, who is performing a Second Life wedding Feb. 14. "You can hug each other."

This Valentine's Day, people are using the Web to connect and find love in ways that go far beyond matchmaking sites. Virtual worlds such as Second Life and Cyworld enable people to do everything from chat to get dinner and dance -- virtually. Meanwhile, the friendship circles that develop by way of sites such as Facebook and MySpace (NWS) are redefining the notion of meeting a partner through a "friend." And online matchmaking services help users find a mate by matching by not only personality type but also the presumably correct DNA combination.

PersonalityZone, a free site that sorts users into one of four personality types, is seeing increased traffic this season thanks, in part, to people searching for the type that most meshes with their own. The "Love Zone" section of the months-old site is one of the most frequented among the 2,000 people who visit the site each day, says CEO Kip Parent. "There are a lot of pitfalls in pure opposites, and the complementary personality types work really well," Parent says.

Serious Chemistry

For people who want to ensure they and their mate have the right chemistry, there are several new services promising to match people with compatible chemical makeups. For slightly less than $1,000, ScientificMatch gives customers a lifelong membership to its DNA-based dating service. The company scans cells from the inside of members' mouths for immunity markers to help them find someone who passes the smell test -- literally. ScientificMatch founder and President Eric Holzle says pheromones are key to physical attraction. The chemicals are thought to advertise, among other things, a person's immunities. People are naturally, if subconsciously, attracted to other people whose immunities differ from their own, Holzle says. The idea is that the couple's offspring will be better protected against illness. "We are offering chemistry," he says.

Of course, smell isn't everything. That's why part of the service, and the price tag, includes personality and preference matching as well. "There are many factors involved in finding somebody who you will fall in love with," says Holzle. "We are at the very tip of the iceberg in our understanding of human attractions."

The Science of Love

Matchmaking services say they are getting better at figuring it out, however. As online dating becomes mainstream, sites such as eHarmony.com and Perfectmatch.com promise their algorithms can find the people best suited to each other based on answers to online questionnaires.

EHarmony boasts that 2% of marriages nationwide happen through its site, based on an online survey of nearly 3,000 adults conducted by Harris Interactive and eHarmony in January. The company, which requires members to answer a 258-question survey about themselves [BusinessWeek, 2/20/06], won't discuss details of how it matches couples. But Galen Buckwalter, eHarmony's vice-president for research and development, says a key is similarities. "Opposites attract, but then they attack," says Buckwalter, who says he's been "happily married for 12 years." Differences, particularly in values, turn into perennial conflicts in long-term relationships. "We are not trying to change the magic of love, but long-term relationships are very complex and not all aspects of them are completely unknown to science," he says.

Of course, you can only learn so much about a person from a digitized avatar, online personality test, or even DNA analysis. Fishman concedes he was first attracted to Nerad's physical appearance. He saw her across a crowded cafe and felt struck. "I am standing there eating cake, and there is this beautiful woman," he recalls.

Virtually Free

Shared interests and Second Life, however, have kept them together, says Fishman. Nerad proposed in the real world, but Fishman popped the question in the virtual world by having the words appear floating in the virtual sky. Fishman spent weeks preparing the graphics and art for the virtual wedding, which was attended by about 50 virtual friends. For all the planning and pomp that go into a virtual wedding, getting legally married still requires some real-world paperwork. The couple plan an official [read: real] ceremony later this year.

Nerad says the virtual event was no less special. For her dress, she spent 2,500 Lindens, the Second Life currency that's pegged to the dollar, or about $10. That same amount can also buy mansions in some parts of the game. "I am never going to have a dress like that in real life," Nerad says.
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Lancia will unveil the Delta in the virtual world the day before its Geneva debut 

Automakers are seeking a Second Life in virtual digital worlds to get closer to tomorrow's car buyers.

Italian automaker Lancia is the latest to establish a presence in Second Life, a virtual universe where users are represented by digital people that can fly around in a pixelated world. The Lancia Village consists of five digital buildings and four cars. The new Delta will be unveiled there on March 3, 24 hours before it is shown in the metal at the Geneva auto show.

"Lancia had always been searching for new languages and new technologies to talk to people," said Lancia Automobiles CEO Olivier Francois. "The Lancia Village on Second Life is a meeting place for our customers, but also for those who do not know our brand and our products."

Lancia is relatively late to join enter Second Life. Toyota arrived in the virtual world in late 2006.

"Although Second Life has been around since 2003, it was not until about 2007 that brands went in," said Nic Mitham of Kzero, a virtual worlds consultancy based in Cambridge, England. "Car brands led the charge."

Nissan, Pontiac, Peugeot, BMW and Mercedes-Benz were among those who followed Toyota into Second Life, riding a wave of media attention about the virtual world that has since died down.

"There was a degree of 'me too' in the decision-making process but also a realization that in terms of the potentials and the target audience, virtual worlds are a sweet spot for carmakers," said Mitham, whose agency works with companies seeking to set up shops in virtual worlds as well as with virtual platforms themselves.

The virtual environment lends itself to marketing cars since it allows developers to create digital images of vehicles that users can zoom in on or "walk" around on their screens. And it is relatively cheap, too. Setting up a Second Life presence costs about £50,000 (about €66,950).

Link to young buyers 
The decisive factor for carmakers is the access they gain to a captive audience of users and potential future car buyers in their late 20s to early 30s.

This can help them gather information about this age group, such as their preferences in terms of car styling and color, as well as giving their brand a boost in the eyes of the young.

Carmakers are swift to counter charges levelled by some bloggers and Second Life users that they are climbing on the virtual reality bandwagon, creating islands as a marketing stunt and then abandoning them as soon as the spotlight moves on.

"It was not just the hype that made us say 'let's jump.' We had been looking at virtual reality platforms for a while," said Jörg Reimann, head of marketing innovations at BMW. "It is great to observe, but its better to start really experimenting directly. That was the moment when we moved in more than a year ago."

To help understand the virtual world, one BMW employee interacted full-time with users on the site. This enabled BMW to collect impressions of how "native" Second Lifers interacted with the site before new users flooded in following media coverage.

"What we learned is that users were interested in direct interaction," Reimann said. "It is not worth much if you have just a nice island with cool design. It is more about being there, being present and being authentic."

One of many channels 
After gathering valuable experience about virtual worlds, BMW sees Second Life as just one of the many marketing channels it uses to communicate information about new product launches. The new 1 series coupe launch, for instance, relied on many new media formats including YouTube, podcasts and blogs.

"We believe that virtual worlds will play a role in the future marketing mix," Reimann said. "Whether this be Second Life or whether it is another format, we don't know."

Toyota could be pointing the way forward. Analyst Mitham praised the Japanese automaker and Scion, its entry brand for the US, as the most adventurous virtual world marketers. Toyota is targeting a younger audience with its presence in virtual gaming and educational worlds Gaia, There and Whyville.

"They have realized there are millions of kids in other virtual worlds and they are trying to tap into them as early as possible," said Mitham. "These kids are already using virtual worlds and will carry on as they get older."

PHOTO (COLOR): The Lancia Village in the Second Life virtual digital world consists of five digital buildings and four cars.

PHOTO (COLOR): Automakers such as Lancia are using the Second Life virtual digital world to reach car buyers in their late 20s to early 30s.
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Anyone who has ever had a bad hair day, when looking like a latter-day Medusa makes you feel cranky and antisocial and plodding, can sympathize with the Oakland Raiders-and not because the players get helmet hair. The Raiders alternated between mostly black and mostly white uniforms, depending on whether they were playing at home or away. Knowing that appearance affects people's mood and outlook, psychologists wondered whether uniform color influenced the Raiders' aggressiveness. Using data from the 1970s and 1980s, they found that the team racked up way more penalty yards-a measure of aggression-when they wore black than when they wore white, for infractions both minor (encroachment) and major (roughing the kicker). The pattern held even when the scientists took into account different conditions and styles of play at home and away. But while the 1988 finding has become a classic in psychology, the explanation remains controversial. Do referees, because of black's cultural baggage, see black-clad players as meaner and badder than those in, say, baby blue? Or does wearing black make players see themselves as tougher and meaner-and therefore cause them to play that way?

Jeremy Bailenson and Nick Yee of Stanford University had this and other classic studies in mind when they started wondering about the effect of being able to alter one's appearance. They weren't going to study wardrobe choices, however. Their quarry is avatars, digital representations of players in such games as Second Life. "Your physical appearance changes how people treat you," says Bailenson. "But independent of that, when you perceive yourself in a certain way, you act differently." He and Yee call it "the Proteus effect," after the shape-changing Greek god. The effect of appearance on behavior, they find, carries over from the virtual world to the real one, with intriguing consequences.

In one Stanford study, volunteers were assigned avatars who ranged from attractive to plain. It is one of life's inequities that the world sees attractive people as possessing a long list of desirable traits, including honesty, generosity and kindness. Perhaps as a result, people judged attractive are more self-confident than ugly ducklings, and so tend to be extroverted. Using a virtual-reality headset, the volunteers-actually, their avatars-walked across a room to interact with another avatar. Those with attractive avatars got within three feet of the stranger; those with homely ones kept almost six feet away. How much "personal space" one needs is inversely proportional to self-confidence, which having an attractive avatar increases. When the stranger asked the players to "tell me a little about yourself," good-looking avatars revealed more: feeling attractive increases self-esteem and therefore friendliness.

The Proteus effect spilled into the real world. After their virtual-reality session, players were shown photos from an online dating site and asked to pick those who "would be interested in you." Players who had been assigned attractive avatars picked more-attractive candidates than did players (of equal pulchritude in real life) who had been represented as homely avatars. Male players were also asked to enter personal information for an online dating site. In this situation men routinely inflate their height by an average of one inch. But those who had had an attractive avatar told the truth.

Western society sees taller people as more competent and having greater leadership potential than shorter people. The effect of virtual height, too, bleeds into real life, the Stanford scientists find. After their avatar roamed through a virtual world, players took seats in the real world to play a split-the-loot game. Player One proposed ways to divide $100 which Player Two could accept or reject, in which case neither player got anything. People tend to reject unfair offers, even though accepting a lopsided $99/$1 split leaves them objectively better off than walking away in a righteous huff. Players fresh from being a tall avatar showed their cockiness, proposing, on average, $61/$39 splits. People with short avatars averaged offers of $52/$48, Yee and Bailenson reported last year. When it was their turn to weigh an insulting $75/$25 offer, players with tall avatars rejected it 62 percent of the time; those with short avatars stood up for themselves a wimpish 28 percent of the time.

The goal of the research isn't to tell Second Lifers they'll have more virtual friends, money, power and other goodies if they create a hot, young, powerful avatar. Most do so anyway. Instead, avatars might serve therapeutic purposes, helping those with social phobia, say, become more confident and friendly in real life. The work also underlines the power of new media to affect our behavior: players who roamed a virtual world as a KKK-clad avatar felt more aggressive than they did before playing the game, while those whose avatar wore a doctor's coat scored higher on a test of friendliness. It's not clear how long the spillover to the real world lasts. But even if it's only a few hours the potential is impressive: online players spend, on average, 20 hours a week as their avatar.
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SMART PROJECTS Children use avatars to find written clues in 3D virtual townscape 

Schools in Barnsley are using virtual worlds to teach children writing and comprehension skills.

Barnsley Borough Council has implemented Active Worlds software, giving pupils access to a 30 virtual world similar to Second Life.

Pupils using the system go into a deserted town and follow clues to find out what has happened to the residents. They also take part in reading and writing exercises to solve the clues and work out whether what has happened is an environmental disaster, an alien abduction, a reality TV show, or a big business looking for oil that has made the residents disappear.

During the exercise, children work in pairs at computers. Each child is represented by an avatar and can meet other children in the fictional town, called Barnsborough. As they move through the town, they find clues such as discarded newspapers, which the whole class then looks at.

The 10 schools using the system have given positive feedback, with children "more engaged and motivated". The council is looking at rolling it out to 20 more, with pupils in years five and six taking part.

Paul Reese, IGT consultant at the council, said, "We thought we could use it to raise boys' attainment, because we thought the computer environment would appeal to them. But the whole class has been more engaged and motivated and the teachers say the quality of their work has been better."

More about the Active Worlds platform 
• www.activeworlds.com/edu
· KEY POINTS 
· Schools use virtual world as writing and comprehension teaching aid 

· Children search the 3D site in pairs and also consult the rest of the class 

· Children are "more engaged and motivated" by the virtual environment 

· Council is looking to extend the software to 20 more schools 
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